Lesson

6

*October 29–November 4

The Priority of the

Promise

Sabbath Afternoon				
Read for This Week’s Study: Gal. 3:15–20, Gen. 9:11–17,
Matt. 5:17–20, Exod. 16:22–26, Gen. 15:1–6.

Memory Text: “For if the inheritance comes by the law, it no longer comes by promise; but God gave it to Abraham by a promise”
(Galatians 3:18, ESV).

S

omeone once asked a politician, “Have you kept all the promises that you made during the campaign?” He responded, “Yes
. . . well, at least all the promises that I intended to keep.”
Who hasn’t, at one time or another, been at one end or the other of
a broken promise? Who hasn’t been the one to break a promise or the
one to have a promise made to him or her broken?
Sometimes people make a promise, fully intending to keep it but,
later, don’t; others make a promise, knowing—as the sounds leave
their mouths or the letters their fingers—it’s all a lie.
Fortunately for us, God’s promises are of an entirely different
order. God’s Word is sure and unchanging. “ ‘I have spoken, and I
will bring it to pass; I have purposed, and I will do it,’ ” says the Lord
(Isa. 46:11, ESV).
In this week’s lesson, Paul directs our attention to the relationship
between God’s promise to Abraham and the law given to Israel 430
years later. How should the relationship between the two be understood, and what implications does that have for the preaching of the
gospel?
*Study this week’s lesson to prepare for Sabbath, November 5.

65

S unday October 30

Law and Faith (Gal. 3:15–18)

			
Even if his opponents conceded that Abraham’s life was characterized
primarily by faith, Paul knew that they still would have questions about
why God gave the law to Israel about four centuries after Abraham. Did
not the giving of the law nullify any previous arrangement?

What is the point of Paul’s analogy between a person’s final will and
testament and God’s covenant with Abraham? Gal. 3:15–18.

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
A covenant and a will are generally different. A covenant is typically a mutual agreement between two or more people, often called a
“contract” or “treaty”; in contrast, a will is the declaration of a single
person. The Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint,
never translates God’s covenant with Abraham with the Greek word
used for mutual agreements or contracts (syntheke). Instead, it uses
the word for a testament or a will (diatheke). Why? Probably because
the translators recognized that God’s covenant with Abraham was not
a treaty between two individuals where mutually binding promises are
made. On the contrary, God’s covenant was based on nothing other
than His own will. No string of “ifs, ands, or buts” was attached.
Abraham was simply to take God at His word.
Paul picks up on this double meaning of “will” and “covenant” in
order to highlight specific features of God’s covenant with Abraham.
As with a human will, God’s promise concerns a specific beneficiary,
Abraham and his offspring (Gen. 12:1–5, Gal. 3:16); it also involves an
inheritance (Gen. 13:15, 17:8, Rom. 4:13, Gal. 3:29). Most important
to Paul is the unchanging nature of God’s promise. In the same way that
a person’s will cannot be changed once it has been put into force, so the
giving of the law through Moses cannot simply nullify God’s previous
covenant with Abraham. God’s covenant is a promise (Gal. 3:16), and
by no means is God a promise-breaker (Isa. 46:11, Heb. 6:18).
Replace the word covenant with promise in the following passages. What is the nature of the “covenant” in each passage?
How does understanding God’s covenant as a promise make the
meaning of the passage clearer, and how does it help us understand better what a covenant is? Gen. 9:11–17, 15:18, 17:1–21.
What does this also teach us about the character of God and
how we can trust Him?
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The Lesson in Brief
Key Text: Galatians 3:18
The Student Will:
Know: Explain the relationship between the promise of salvation and the
law.
Feel: Sense the contrast between our relationship to God through His
promise of grace and through the law.
Do: Accept the promise of grace through faith, while at the same time
benefiting from the law.
			
Learning Outline:
I. Know: Covenant Promise
A How is God’s regard for the law reflected in His plan for justification
by faith?
B What is the purpose of the law in a system based on God’s promise of
grace?

l
l

II. Feel: Intimate Encounters
A How did the power and drama of the encounter with God at Mount
Sinai teach Israel about God’s nature?
B How does this encounter with God compare and contrast with the intimate relationship that God had with Abraham and His promises to Him?

l
l

III. Do: Pathway to the Promise
A How may we choose to benefit from relating to the law as a mirror,
teacher, and guide to Christ?
B How can we use this relationship to the law to help us develop a more
intimate relationship with the Promise Giver?
C How can the law increase our faith?

l
l
l

Summary: Our salvation is based on our acceptance, by faith, of Christ’s righteousness and redemption. The law serves to illustrate God’s character
and mirror our own deficiencies, leading us to the only source of righteousness.
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Faith and Law (Rom. 3:31)
Paul has argued strongly for the supremacy of faith in a person’s
relationship with God. He has repeatedly stated that neither circumcision nor any other “works of law” are a prerequisite to salvation,
“because by works of the law no one will be justified” (Gal. 2:16,
ESV). Moreover, it is not the works of the law but faith that is the
defining mark of the believer (Gal. 3:7). This repeated negation of the
works of the law raises the question, “Does the law have absolutely no
value, then? Did God do away with the law?”

Because salvation is by faith and not by works of law, does Paul
mean to say that faith abolishes the law? What do the following
texts tell us? Compare Rom. 3:31 with Rom. 7:7, 12; 8:3; and Matt.
5:17–20.

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
Paul’s argument in Romans 3 parallels his discussion about faith
and law in Galatians. Sensing that his comments might lead some to
conclude that he is exalting faith at the expense of the law, Paul asks
the rhetorical question, “Do we then overthrow the law by this faith?”
(ESV). The word translated as “overthrow” in Romans 3:31 (ESV) is
katargeo. Paul uses the word frequently, and it can be translated as
“to nullify” (Rom. 3:3, ESV), “to abolish” (Eph. 2:15), “to be brought to
nothing” (Rom. 6:6, ESV), or even as “to destroy” (1 Cor. 6:13). Clearly,
if Paul wanted to endorse the idea that the law was somehow done away
with at the cross, as some people today claim he taught, this would have
been the time. But Paul not only denies that sentiment with an emphatic
no, he actually states that his gospel “establishes” the law!
“The plan of justification by faith reveals God’s regard for His law in
demanding and providing the atoning sacrifice. If justification by faith
abolishes law, then there was no need for the atoning death of Christ to
release the sinner from his sins, and thus restore him to peace with God.
“Moreover, genuine faith implies in itself an unreserved willingness
to fulfill the will of God in a life of obedience to His law. . . . Real
faith, based on wholehearted love for the Saviour, can lead only to
obedience.”—The SDA Bible Commentary, vol. 6, p. 510.
Think through the implications if Paul did, indeed, mean that
faith nullifies the need to keep the law. Would then, for instance,
adultery no longer be sin or stealing or even murder? Think
about the sorrow, pain, and suffering you could spare yourself if
you merely obeyed God’s law. What suffering have you or others
gone through as a result of disobedience to God’s law?
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Learning Cycle
STEP 1—Motivate
This week’s lesson seeks to
help us understand the role of the law—the “law of love.” Our ability to
practice this law in our faith walk is the manifestation of divine grace.

Key Concept for Spiritual Growth:

A good thought/discussion exercise to pursue with
your class is to ponder why Paul spends so much time distinguishing
between the role of faith in salvation and the role of the law. Focus on the
cultural context of the time to help further elucidate why the Galatians
needed instruction with respect to the role of faith and the law in salvation
and the lesson Paul is trying to impart.

Just for Teachers:

Discuss With the Class: We know from reading the Bible and tracking

the story of the Jewish people that the law, both moral and ceremonial, was
central to their culture and tied intricately to their faith in the coming of the
Messiah. In Exodus we read of God giving the law and also His instructions
about which tribes and persons should be tasked with leadership in assuring
those laws, both their implementation and survival. Yet, is it not interesting
that Jesus had very little to do with the established “religious” leaders of
the day—the rabbis, scribes, Sadducees, Pharisees, and so on—when these
were the very leaders who were focused on the preservation of the law?
Consider This: We can discern from Jesus’ lack of engagement with these

leaders that the law they were focused on was not the law with which Jesus
was concerned. The Pharisees and Sadducees wanted “compliance” with
standards, and when individuals were out of compliance they were there to
judge and punish the offenders (John 8:1–11). Jesus and the law He was
concerned with dealt with few of the things the established church of the
day was interested in upholding. Why was this so?
STEP 2—Explore
Just for Teachers: A culture of legalism occurs in faith communities when the understanding and practice of the “law” shifts away
from God’s “law of love” to modeling human-made laws and legal
systems. We know from reading the Bible that the religious culture
into which Jesus was born had become legalistic even though, in

C O N T I N U E D
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The Purpose of the Law
In Galatians 3:19–29 Paul makes multiple references to “the law.” To
what law is Paul primarily referring in this section of Galatians?

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
Some, believing that the word until in verse 19 (ESV) indicates that
this law was only temporary, have thought the passage must refer to
the ceremonial law, since the purpose of that law was fulfilled at the
cross and thus came to an end. Although this makes sense by itself, it
does not appear to be Paul’s point in Galatians. While both the ceremonial and moral law were “added” at Sinai because of transgression,
we will see by considering the following question that Paul appears to
have the moral law primarily in mind.

Does Paul say that the law was added? To what was it added, and
why? Compare Gal. 3:19 and Rom. 5:13, 20.

________________________________________________________
Paul is not saying that the law was added to God’s covenant with
Abraham as if it were some sort of addendum to a will that altered
the original provisions. The law had been in existence long before
Sinai (see tomorrow’s lesson). Paul means, instead, that the law was
given to Israel for an entirely different purpose. It was to redirect the
people back to God and the grace He offers all who come to Him
by faith. The law reveals to us our sinful condition and our need of
God’s grace. The law was not intended to be some kind of program
for “earning” salvation. On the contrary, it was given, Paul says, “to
increase the trespass” (Rom. 5:20, ESV); that is, to show us more
clearly the sin in our lives (Rom. 7:13).
While the ceremonial laws pointed to the Messiah and emphasized
holiness and the need of a Savior, it is the moral law, with its “Thou
shall nots,” that reveals sin, that shows us that sin is not just a part of
our natural condition but is, indeed, a violation of God’s law (Rom.
3:20; 5:13, 20; 7:7, 8, 13). This is why Paul says, “Where there is no
law there is no transgression” (Rom. 4:15, ESV). “The law acts as a
magnifying glass. That device does not actually increase the number
of dirty spots that defile a garment, but makes them stand out more
clearly and reveals many more of them than one is able to see with
the naked eye.”—William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary,
Exposition on Galatians (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House,
1968), p. 141.
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principle, the Jewish religion was always grace-oriented. We see
evidence that this legalistic culture continued throughout His life and
after His death, necessitating Paul’s letter to the Galatians, which
desperately sought to redraw emphasis on the gospel; namely, that we
are saved by grace through faith and that God’s law is a “law of love
and grace.” Perhaps the extent to which we struggle with the concepts
set out in Galatians, specifically the role of faith and the law in the
life of believers, reflects that too often we too, like those in Jesus’ day,
need to reorient our thinking.

Bible Commentary
In order to appreciate fully the message that Paul is seeking to relay in
Galatians about the role and relationship of faith and adherence to the law,
it is even more important to define the law that is in question. Looking to the
cultural context within which Paul is writing can help to identify the law to
which he is referring—and the law to which he is not.
During a time in which it seemed as if the whole world was embracing
Greek culture, certain Jewish groups arose that were concerned with preserving their cultural and religious traditions. The Sadducees believed that
only the five books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy) were authoritative, and these men were interested in preserving adherence to the laws laid out in those books. The Pharisees were
interested in preserving Jewish ways and particularly the law of Moses, for
which they developed applications of the law for everyday life. It is interesting, then, that the most famous Pharisee in all the Bible—although few
people realize that that’s what he once had been—is the apostle Paul (Phil.
3:5). Who better, then, to write the letters of the Bible, such as Galatians,
which sought to change the thinking perpetuated by the teachings of the
Pharisees and similar groups fixated on the rigorous application of the law
to all facets of life in society?
The challenge of the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and how their story is
instructive to this lesson, is that the law at the root of their interest included,
but was not limited to, the same law we are interested in and value—the Ten
Commandments. Of paramount importance, then, is to learn from the mistakes they made in subverting the very law of God they outwardly claimed
to uphold. When Jesus was on earth He reserved His harshest words for
them.
C O N T I N U E D
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The Duration of God’s Law
Does Paul’s statement about the law being added at Mount Sinai

mean that it did not exist previously? If not, what was the difference before and after Mount Sinai? Read Gen. 9:5, 6; 18:19; 26:5;
39:7–10; Exod. 16:22–26.

God did not need to reveal His law to Abraham with thunder,
lightning, and a penalty of death (Exod. 19:10–23). Why, then, did
God give the law to the Israelites in that manner? It was because,
during their bondage in Egypt, the Israelites had lost sight of God’s
greatness and His high moral standards. As a result, they needed to be
made aware of the extent of their own sinfulness and the sacredness
of God’s law. The revelation at Sinai certainly did just that.

What does Paul mean when he says the law was added “until the

offspring should come to whom the promise had been made”?
Gal. 3:16–19 (ESV).
Many have understood this text to mean that the law given at Mount
Sinai was temporary. It entered 430 years after Abraham and ended
when Christ came. This interpretation, however, conflicts with what
Paul says about the law in Romans, as well as other passages in the
Bible, such as Matthew 5:17–19.
The mistake readers often make with this passage is to assume
that the word until always implies a limited duration of time. This is
not the case. Describing the person who fears the Lord, Psalm 112:8
(ESV) says, “His heart is steady; he will not be afraid, until he looks
in triumph on his adversaries.” Does this mean that when he triumphs
he will become afraid? In Revelation 2:25 (ESV) Jesus says, “Only
hold fast what you have until I come.” Does Jesus mean that once He
comes we no longer need to be faithful?
The role of the law did not end with the coming of Christ. It will
continue to point out sin as long as the law exists. What Paul is saying
is that the coming of Christ marks a decisive turning point in human
history. Christ can do what the law could never do—provide a true
remedy for sin; that is, justify sinners and, by His Spirit, fulfill His
law in them (Rom. 8:3, 4).
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Have you ever thought to yourself, If only the Lord did this for me,
or that, or the other, then I would never again doubt or question
Him? Think, though, about what happened at Sinai, about how
powerful a manifestation of God’s power the Israelites saw—and
yet, still, what did they do? What should this tell you about what
true faith is and how we obtain and maintain it? (See Col. 2:6.)
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It is important to remember that God’s law derives from the nature of
God’s perfect moral code and character. God’s law is universal, transcendent, and inspired to exhort us to live fully and completely in the shadow of
His grace. God’s law is there to instruct and guide us in how to come closer
to the Divine and to gain a richer and deeper understanding of His love. As
Paul states in Galatians 5:14, the law is summed up in one directive: “You
shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (NKJV). Having the law of God in
your heart means having love in your heart (Ps. 40:8). A community of faith
that has the law of love in their hearts can never be one that is legalistic in
a human sense. Further, belief in God and a focus on His gift of life to us
can do nothing but instill love in us for others, naturally showing how faith
leads to the law of love in our hearts.
How does considering Paul’s message in Galatians 3,
within the cultural and religious context of the time, shed light on the
relationship between faith and observing the law? How does the law
function in our growth in God’s grace—the results of which are the
fruit of the Spirit, noted in Galatians 5:22—the first of which is love,
followed by joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control?

Consider This:

STEP 3—Apply
The lesson study used the metaphor of the law
functioning as a microscope, so that we can better see our own sins.
Encourage the class to discuss how the law might be used in different ways; for example, ways that help us to focus on the beautiful
character of God and the ways in which the law can help us enact
godly principles in our lives. Encourage students to adapt new ways
of thinking about the law, since what we emphasize and focus on
translates into how we act and live in ways we aren’t even aware of.
As Hebrews 12:2 states, “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and
perfecter of our faith” (NIV); focusing on the beautiful character of
God helps us to enact the very principles He established in living
out the law.

Just for Teachers:

C O N T I N U E D
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T hursday November 3

The Superiority of the Promise		
“ ‘He was in the assembly in the desert, with the angel who
spoke to him on Mount Sinai, and with our fathers; and he
received living words to pass on to us’ ” (Acts 7:38, NIV).
								
In Galatians 3:19, 20, Paul continues his train of thought about
how the law does not nullify the covenant of grace; this is important
because, if the theology of his opponents were correct, the law would
do just that. Think, then, what our position as sinners would be if we
had to rely on our law-keeping, as opposed to God’s grace, to save us.
We would, in the end, be without hope.
Although the details of Paul’s comments in Galatians 3:19, 20 are
difficult, his basic point is clear: the law is subsidiary to the promise,
because it was mediated through angels and Moses. The connection
of angels to the giving of the law is not mentioned in Exodus, but it is
found in several other places in Scripture (Deut. 33:2; Acts 7:38, 53;
Heb. 2:2). Paul uses the word mediator in 1 Timothy 2:5 in reference
to Christ, but his comments here strongly suggest he has Deuteronomy
5:5 (ESV) in mind, where Moses says, “I stood between the Lord and
you at that time, to declare to you the word of the Lord.”
As majestic as the giving of the law was on Sinai, with countless
angels in attendance, and as important as Moses was as the lawgiver,
the giving of the law was indirect. In stark contrast, God’s promise
was made directly to Abraham (and, therefore, to all believers), for
there was no need for a mediator. In the end, however important the
law, it is no substitute for the promise of salvation through grace by
faith. On the contrary, the law helps us to better understand just how
wonderful that promise really is.

Describe the nature of Abraham’s direct encounters with God.

What benefit was there to such immediacy with God? Consider
Gen. 15:1–6, 18:1–33, 22:1–18.
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
Think about some of the other encounters people in the Bible
had with God—Adam and Eve in Eden (Genesis 3); Jacob’s ladder (Genesis 28); Paul on the road to Damascus (Acts 9). Maybe
you haven’t experienced anything as dramatic, but in what ways
has God revealed Himself to you? Ask yourself, too, whether
anything in your personal life might prevent you from having
the kind of intimacy and immediacy that Abraham experienced
with God. If so, what steps can you take to change?
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Thought Questions:
1 How does understanding the context of the religious culture in the
New Testament help to illuminate what Paul is saying to the Galatians in
chapter 3?
____________________________________________________________

l

____________________________________________________________

l

2 Why is it that Galatians 3 continues to be so relevant today, particularly
in light of the fact that the issue of faith versus works is a continuing point of
dialogue and discussion in faith communities?
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
STEP 4—Create
Many of us, in the privacy of our hearts, feel judged either by others or by
our own internal standards with respect to the ways we fail in keeping God’s
law. How does the lesson Paul shares in Galatians help us reorient our minds
and hearts? How can refocusing on our faith in God and His grace, through
the perfect gift and beautiful character of Jesus, soften our hearts toward our
own failings and those of others? How can we, drawing from that spirit of
forgiveness and grace, refocus our lives to truly live out our highest calling
to be sons and daughters of Christ by grace alone through faith, living a life
in keeping with God’s law and bearing all the fruits of the Spirit?
1. What can you do—first in your own life and then within your family,
your circle of friends, and finally your community of faith—to reorient the
emphasis of conversations and activities to a faith-based (as opposed to a
works-based) experience in God?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
2. Second, if our understanding of God’s law is currently aligned more
with human legal applications, how can we refocus our understanding of
the law of God as being that of love? How can that translate into churches,
schools, and other communities, so that we uplift others by focusing on the
opportunity for happiness and peace (for ourselves and others) through the
law of love?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
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F riday November 4
Further Study: “In their bondage the people had to a great extent

1

2

3

lost the knowledge of God and of the principles of the Abrahamic
covenant. In delivering them from Egypt, God sought to reveal to
them His power and His mercy, that they might be led to love and
trust Him. He brought them down to the Red Sea—where, pursued
by the Egyptians, escape seemed impossible—that they might realize
their utter helplessness, their need of divine aid; and then He wrought
deliverance for them. Thus they were filled with love and gratitude to
God and with confidence in His power to help them. He had bound
them to Himself as their deliverer from temporal bondage.
“But there was a still greater truth to be impressed upon their
minds. Living in the midst of idolatry and corruption, they had no
true conception of the holiness of God, of the exceeding sinfulness of
their own hearts, their utter inability, in themselves, to render obedience to God’s law, and their need of a Saviour. All this they must be
taught.”—Ellen G. White, Patriarchs and Prophets, p. 371.
“The law of God, spoken in awful grandeur from Sinai, is the utterance of condemnation to the sinner. It is the province of the law to
condemn, but there is in it no power to pardon or to redeem.”—Ellen
G. White Comments, The SDA Bible Commentary, vol. 6, p. 1094.

Discussion Questions:
1 Think about this whole idea of promises, especially broken
l

ones. How did you feel about those who broke their promise
to you? How much difference did it make whether a person
intended to keep it and then either couldn’t, or changed his or
her mind, or if you realized that the person never meant to keep
it? What happened to your level of trust after the promise was
broken, whatever the reason? What does it mean to you to know
that you can trust God’s promises? Or perhaps the question
should be, How can you learn to trust God’s promises in the first
place?
2 In what ways are we in danger of being corrupted by our
l

environment to the point that we lose sight of the important
truths God has given us? How can we make ourselves aware of
just what those corrupting influences are, and then how can we
counteract them?

Summary: The giving of the law on Sinai did not invalidate the

promise that God made to Abraham, nor did the law alter the promise’s provisions. The law was given so that people might be made
aware of the true extent of their sinfulness and recognize their need of
God’s promise to Abraham and his descendants.
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