
Galatians and the Pauline Worldview

Historiography, Hermeneutics and Worldview

Interpreting Galatians, like any other ancient text, is far from simple for the chasm 

which stands between the interpreter and the original author is immense—this 

immensity being created by the differences to be found in historical location, culture, 

language and rhetorical conventions between the Pauline interpreter and Paul himself.

 This hermeneutical challenge, which exists in all forms of communication, is in one 

sense minimised or bypassed by the ‘naïve’/modernist reader who think that simply 

by a close reading of the text the intended meaning of the author simply appears when 

the tools of realism, objectivity and empiricism are vigorously and methodologically 

applied.1

On the other hand the post-modern Pauline adventurer may simply see the chasm as 

being insurmountable as the historical tools of modernism are viewed as the worthless 

and arrogant product of an enlightenment epistemology. A post-modern adventure for 

Pauline studies may be described as a move from asking‘What did Paul mean?’ to 

‘What does the text do and mean for my community?’, thus resulting in a shift away 

from ‘objectivity’ to the ‘subjective’ approach of multiple possible meanings.2 

In contrast to both a modern and post-modern historiography I intend to sketch out 

and use a ‘Worldview Hermeneutic’ as a methodology to interpret Galatians and 

begin to construct ‘a’ Pauline theology.  This worldview hermeneutic, as discussed in 

a previous essay3, relies heavily on the methodology of N.T Wright but seeks to apply 

this to one book within the Pauline Corpus. Before setting out on a worldview 

approach to Galatians it is necessary to sketch out, in broad strokes, the basic structure 

of a worldview.

1 For further discussion see Wright, The New Testament and the People of God Chapter 2-3
2 The phrase ‘Postmodern adventure’ I have taken from the influential essay by Clines A Postmodern 
Adventure in Biblical Studies:  The Pyramid and the Net:
3  For a discussion of New Testament Historiography in the light of postmodernity see Swales, 
Postmodernity and New Testament History
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Worldview 

In recent decades there has been a steady rise in the use of worldview 

(Weltanschauung) which is seen not only across the academic community at large but 

also within the church, at both a popular and academic level, in its development of 

evangelism, mission, bible translation, ethical theory.  The use of worldviews is so 

pervasive owing to the fact that it seeks not to offer a theoretical construct aimed at 

one area of life, instead it   provides a interpretative framework which can be applied 

to all fields and spheres of human interpretation and existence. 

A worldview (or vision of life) is a framework or set of fundamental beliefs  
through which we view the world and our calling and future in it. This vision 
need not be fully articulated….this vision is a channel for the ultimate beliefs  
which give direction and meaning to life. It is the integrative and 
interpretative framework by which order and disorder are judged; it is the 
standard by which reality is managed and pursued; it is the set of hinges on 
which all our everyday thinking and doing turns.4

Any worldview, whether ancient or modern , according to N.T. Wright, contains four 

basic interrelated components5;

1) Stories: Worldviews ‘provide the stories [grand narratives] through which 

human beings view reality’. 

2) Questions: These grand narratives provide answers to the basic worldview 

questions. Who are we? Where are we? What is wrong? What is the solution?6

3) Symbols: Stories express themselves in cultural symbols, whether that be 

the symbol of the ‘credit card’ expressing the consumerist meta-narrative, or 

the ‘eagle’ expressing the grand narrative of Roman imperialism. 

4) Praxis: Stories, Symbols and the answers to basic worldview questions 

provide a ‘way-of-being-in-the-world’, the stories which people indwell and 

4 As cited in  Naugle Worldview 349, likewise N.T. Wright “Worldviews are thus the basic stuff of  
human existence, the lens through which the world is seen, the blueprint of how one should live in it,  
and above all the sense of identity and place which enables human beings to be what they are. To 
ignore worldviews, either our own or those of the culture we are studying, would result in  
extraordinary shallowness.” New Testament and the People of God 124
5 For a full discussion see Wright New Testament and the People of God  esp pp 122-126
6 Mark Roques Five Big Worldview Questions provides answers to the basic worldview questions from 
a Nazi, Hollywood, Liberal, Christian, Enlightenment, Romantic, Pagan and a Buddhist perspective. 
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the symbols which they cherish provide a call to action, whether that be the 

praxis of a terrorist ideology or the outworking of a nihilist mindset.

I intend in this essay to explore, within Galatians the role of  story, symbol and praxis 

within the Pauline worldview. 

A) Story  

Worldview Shift and the Damascus Road

“And I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my 

people, so extremely zealous was I for the traditions of my fathers. But when he 

who had set me apart before I was born, and who called me by his grace,  was 

pleased to reveal his Son to me, in order that I might preach him among the 

Gentiles,…” Galatians 1:14-16

The events on the Damascus road undoubtedly had a major significance for the 

Apostle Paul.  Once he was ‘advancing in ιουδαισμω Judaism ’ (1:14) but now he 

sees himself, in some sense, as separate from Judaism (1: 1 3) 7 . The events of 

Damascus road have been variously described as conversion—from one religion to 

another—or by others as calling or commissioning8  which reflect his call to preach 

the gospel to the gentiles. 

I propose that the Damascus event is best seen as a ‘Worldview Shift’. By using the 

word ‘worldview’ I intend to highlight that this is not simply a ‘religious event’ as the 

word ‘conversion’ in popular usage suggests, nor does the notion of ‘commissioning’ 

do full justice to the change in the entire outlook of Paul, a change that, as we shall 

see,  provides an alternative to the story, symbol and praxis of Saul the Pharisee. I use 

the word ‘shift’ as opposed to ‘change’ to highlight, an obvious although important 

7 Ι ΙΙ Ι Ι Ι Ι ΙΙ Ι ΙΙς is used within Maccabees to differentiate between the way of life of Seleucid Hellenism 
and the Jewish religion (2 Macc 2:21, 8:1, 14:38, 4 Macc 4:26) becoming  a term of honour amongst 
the Jews. See Longenecker Galatians
8 As with Stendahl “There is not—as we usually think—first a conversion, and then a call to 
apostleship; there is only the call to the work among the Gentiles”  Paul and the Introspective 
Conscience of the West
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point, that Paul’s post Damascus worldview  is still essentially Judaic through and 

through, but a modified form.9   By using the word ‘shift’ I mean that Paul’s 

worldview after Damascus has not changed completely but has shifted from what it 

once was, the worldview, in my opinion, has been modified. 

Ethnocentrism and the Judaic Worldview

The Judaic mindset10, unlike the modern western worldview, does not see an easy 

distinction between religion and politics. Judaic identity, in the first century, was seen 

as being defined in opposition to Gentiles/Pagans. Judaism in adopting religious 

beliefs, such as monotheism and election, held a political and sociological stance 

against outsiders, for these outsiders compromised monotheism and election in their 

idolatry and in the oppression of the Jewish people.    This political/sociological 

attitude often spilled over to actual bloodshed as the earlier events of the Maccabean 

Campaign and the later events of the destruction of Jerusalem highlight.  

Paul in using the words ζηλωτης zealous  to describe his former way of life may not 

simply be stating his law observance but may be evoking the memory of the 

Maccabean warriors11 whose zealously for the law led to violence and a anti-gentile 

posture12.   Zeal in the words of N.T. Wright is ‘something which you do with a knife’ 

as Mattathias, reminiscent of Phineas (Numbers 25:10-15) demonstrated during the 

Maccabean revolt,

“He was inflamed with zeal, and his reins trembled, neither could he 
forbear to shew his anger according to judgment: wherefore he ran, and slew 
him upon the altar” (1 Macc 2:24)

9 N.T Wright helpfully shows the similarities and differences between the Judaic and Pauline 
worldview  in his frequent refrain of  triad of covenant, monotheism and election. See Fresh 
Perspectives  Wright
10 I use the phrase ‘Judaism’ as opposed to ‘Judaisms’ for linguistic simplicity. However this variety 
does not mean that general traits and common elements cannot be drawn out.. 
11  This narrative in Maccabees calls attention to that of Phinehas  (1 Mac2:26 Num 25:10-13) who 
acted violently who acted zealously “turned my wrath away from the children of Israel” inspiring 
others to covenantal purity . 
12 In disagreement with Longenecker that “ζηλωτής here should be taken only as ‘an ardent observer of 
Torah’”    An apparent contradiction appears  in Longenecker’s own thought when we look at his 
comments on ‘zeal’ and violence in v13. 
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 Zeal for the law became in the Maccabean revolt the battle cry for fidelity to YHWH, 

going onto become a phrase, which within post Maccabean Judaism, would have 

encouraged resistance to those who, like gentiles, compromised Torah observance.  

And Mattathias cried throughout the city with a loud voice,
saying, Whosoever is zealous of the law, and maintaineth the covenant,
let him follow me. (1 Macc 2:27)

Paul, prior to the events at Damascus, in seeking to destroy the church (  εδιωκοντην 

 )εκκλησιαν1 3  was acting in the same zealous manner as the Maccabees for the 

followers of Jesus were not to be viewed as being within Judaism, for they were 

compromising the law, and like the gentiles deserved death and destruction. 

Paul sharing, as it were, the anti-gentile worldview of the Qumran psalmist, 

The nearer I draw to you, the more am I filled with zeal against all that do 
wickedness and against all men of deceit. For they that draw near to you 
cannot see your commandments defiled, and they that have knowledge of you 
can brook no change of your words, seeing that you are the essence of right,  
and all your elect are the proof of your truth (1QH 14.13–15). 

Praxis for some within the Qumran community would have meant withdrawal from 

contact with law breakers14, whereas for Paul, in my opinion, the praxis is violent 

opposition to those who compromise Torah and are leading others to do the same. 

Paul inhabited and viewed the world from this ethnocentric worldview, it was from 

within this worldview that praxis and the symbolic identity make sense. 

This worldview underwent in the Damascus event a  substantial shift , for Paul not 

only joined the group he was once persecuting but now saw himself as called to 

preach to the gentiles (Gal 1: 1 8).  Paul’s worldview has shifted from a posture of 

exclusion to that of embrace. The gentiles, and others who compromise Torah, are not 

to be resisted violently but are to be given the gospel, a gospel which results in them 

being embraced by YHWH, receiving the Spirit and becoming full members of the 

covenant community. 15

13 Acts 8:1-3; 9:1-2; 22:4; 26:9. also 1 Macc 2:47; 3:5
14 Josephus The Jewish War, Book 2 Chapter 8 2
15  For a theological understanding of ‘exclusion and embrace’ in contemporary society see Volf 
Exclusion and Embrace  
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These issues of meta-narrative, symbol and praxis will be developed more in the latter 

part of this essay, but first, it is necessary, whilst looking at Paul’s autobiography to 

answer the following question ‘Why did Paul’s worldview shift in such a fundamental 

way?  

Christol o g i c al  Basis

The basis for this worldview shift in Paul was due to a revelation of Jesus ( 

π      ). αοκαλυψαιτονυιοναυτουενεμοιThis unveiling of the son is described as 

happening ‘in me’ (  ). ενεμοιFor Paul this is no rationalistic enterprise from which he 

has been objectively thinking through his attitude towards gentiles or the historical 

evidence for the resurrection. Instead it is a subjective existential event in which Paul 

sees the basic thrust of his worldview (story, symbol, praxis) are challenged by the 

unveiling resurrected Messiah, Jesus (Gal 1:1)16.   

To answer the above question ‘Why did Paul’s worldview shift?’ we would answer 

‘because of resurrected Messiah’.

This worldview shift can be, using a phrase from Barth, be described as the 

Christological Motif17—that is the notion of Jesus as Messiah becomes the 

Archimedean point from which the old worldview is critiqued and transformed. For 

Barth this meant the re-drawing of dogmatics around Christology, whereas for Paul, 

in my analysis, the central aspects of a worldview (story, symbol, praxis) are reshaped 

and redrawn around Christ.18   This Christological experience and motif provides a 

16  Longenecker describes this as the ‘inward reality of Christian experience’ which is also described in 
2:20, 4:6. This is not to deny that the event has any objectivity for if we allow a historical reading of 
Acts 9;22,26 then the events could have been witnessed by Saul’s travelling companions who 
presumably heard the voice and saw the light.
17 For Karl Barth, theology not only includes reflection on the person and work of Christ but must in 
fact begin with him. 

Theology must begin with Jesus Christ, and not with general principles, however better, or at 
any  rate,  more  relevant  and  illuminating  they  may  appear  to  be:  as  though He  were  a  
continuation of the knowledge and Word of God, and not its root and origin, not indeed the 
very Word of God itself….Against all the imaginations and errors in which we seem to be so  
hopelessly entangled when we try to speak of God, God will indeed maintain Himself if we  
allow only the name of Jesus Christ to be maintained in our thinking as the beginning and end 
of  all  our  thoughts Church  Dogmatics CD  II/2/4f  see  also  CD  I/2/347  CD  II/1/319,CD 
IV/1/17f, CD IV/1/21, 

18 N.T Wright has demonstrated in Fresh Perspectives that central motifs of Monothesism, Covennat 
and Eschatology are re-drawn around the Messiah, likewise in this study we shall see that the Judaic 
worldview consisting of Story, Symbol and Praxis is re-interpreted around a Christological theme. 
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coherence for Paul’s worldview and the basis for the early growth of the early 

church.19

Meta-Narrative and Galatians

Richard Hayes reminded interpreters of Galatians that “any attempt to account for the 

nature and method of Paul’s theological language must reckon with the centrality of  

narrative elements in his thought.”20  This narrative dimension is not always explicit 

as Paul “does not, of course, simply retell the story in his letters, although he alludes 

to it constantly”21. For Hayes it is possible to discover the narrative substructure of 

within a Pauline text..22

This, however it not strictly my methodological approach, as I am not aiming to look 

at the hidden narrative at work within the text but to look at the overarching meta-

narrative of Paul’s worldview, that with which he composes his text. In common with 

with Hayes though I believe that certain phrases or sentences do bring the story into 

focus23   We shall thus proceed by looking at the narrative world which  the phrases 

‘present evil age’ and ‘gospel’ are gateways into, not so much looking as to how they 

contribute towards the flow of argument but rather  at the grand narrative which 

comes they reveal.

‘Present Evil Age’

19 As Dodd in an essay on religious experience comments, 

Paul’s meeting with Christ is of a piece with his total experience of life. It is no aberration. 
We know Paul very intimately from his letters. They reveal a singularly coherent personality;  
and this coherence depends to a marked degree upon the reality of what we call his  
conversion. Paul says he was ‘arrested’ by Christ. Well, he was certainly arrested by 
something, to some purpose; and the effects of that ‘arrest’ in the whole of his career were 
congruous with their alleged cause. Moreover, the remoter effects in history -- the rise of the 
Church, the highly original character of its community-life, its astonishing early expansion 
and its no less astonishing spiritual and intellectual achievement -- were congruous and 
commensurate with that which the apostles declared to be the starting-point of it all: their  
meeting with the risen Christ, in whom they saw the glory of God. It is unlikely that all this 
was based upon a delusion. C.H  Dodd The Bible Today Ch 5 

20 Hayes Faith of Jesus Christ  5
21 Ibid. 5
22 Hayes makes the passing comment that Paul is unique in putting story into his letters… however with 
Crossan I do agree that ‘we all live in stories like fish in the sea’  Ibid 19
23 Moises  Interpreting Galatians 106. ‘The question is not so much whether we should read between 
the lines, but how we should do it”
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The Jewish worldview, from which Paul was a participant, divided time into the 

present age (ha-‘olam hazeh) and the age to come (ha-‘olam haba’).  4 Ezra makes 

explicit what can be assumed from a range of 2nd temple Jewish literature 

He answered me and said, “This present world is not the end; the full glory 
does not abide in it. . . But the day of judgment will be the end of this age and 
the beginning of the immortal age to come, in which corruption has passed 
away, sinful indulgence has come to an end, unbelief has been cut off, and 
righteousness has increased and truth has appeared.4 Ezra 7:112-115 24

This is not a post-mortem existence in a non material world but is the promise that 

YHWH will act within space and time to bring to put away sin and vindicate his 

people. This story element to the Judaic worldview was brought to life in the praxis of 

some within the 2nd temple Judaic community which sought through allegiance to the 

law , prayer and political activism to bring in the ‘age to come’.25

Present Age Age to Come

ha-‘olam hazeh ha-‘olam haba’

In Galatians, in contrast to a mainline Judaic worldview, the ‘age to come’ has already 

begun.  Paul, in his typically extended salutary style, states that Jesus gave himself for 

our sins to deliver us from, ἐκ τοῦ αἰῶνος τοῦ ἐνεστῶτος πονηροῦ, the present evil 

age.  The ‘present evil age’ is to be seen as the equivalent to the ha-‘olam hazeh.

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who 
gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to  
the will of our God and Father, Gal 1:3-4 26

For Paul the eschaton in some way is already present as deliverance has arrived,  but 

as this verse suggests it runs simultaneously with the present age which continues 

alongside the new age. .27 Paul does not just give us the story of  ‘inaugurated 

24 For a fuller discussion see Wright  New Testament and the People of God 280-338  and 
commentaries of  Garlington and Longenecker
25 They speak of unswerving allegiance to God and his laws as alone providing a firm foundation for 
the Holy Spirit, truth, and the arrival of Israel’s hope (1QS 9.3–4, 20–21) 

26 See also Rom 12:2; 1 Cor 1:20; 2:6-8; 3:18; 2 Cor 4:4 
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eschatology’  but also points to the ‘kingdom of God’28 and ‘eternal life’29 being a 

future state.  

 Martyn30, in a discussion of eschatology asks ‘What time is it?’ First Century Judaism 

would have answered the question by saying ‘the present age’ whereas  Paul, using 

our historical imagination, may have provided a nuanced answer by saying ‘the age to 

come has broken into the present age’.i  With this new eschatological focus we see 

that Paul’s worldview, particularly the meta-narrative dimensions, differs from 

mainstream Judaism. 

It is this narrative dimension of the Pauline worldview which should guide exegesis 

and interpretation of Galatians. As Garlington notes  , 

27 This interpretation is further backed up by the phrase preceding ‘who gave himself for our sins’. This 
phrase, arguably, via the Jesus tradition (Mark 10:45) is a reference to Is 53,  which, within its Deutero-
Isaiah context, foretells of a time coming when sin will be punished and a new age of righteousness and 
peace will be ushered in
28 Galatians 5:21
29 Galatians 6:8
30 Martyn, Galatians as cited  in Garlington,Galatians

Present Age (ha-‘olam hazeh)

Age to Come (ha-‘olam haba’)

Life, Death and Resurrection of 
Jesus the Messiah

Future Judgement, Return of 
Christ, ‘Kingdom of God’
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“Thus, the whole of Galatians is set within the framework of a new era which 
has come to displace the old. One day that displacement will be complete, but 
for the time-being the two are in conflict,”

‘Gospel’

The word gospel is used 13 times within the book of Galatians. The gospel which was 

preached beforehand to Abraham (3:8) is of divine origin (1:11). It has been entrusted 

to Paul  (2:7) who now seeks to  preserve (2:5) and proclaim it(4:13). Paul warns the 

Galatians of their turning away from the gospel (1:6) and pronounces judgment on 

those ‘Judaizers’ who preach a different gospel(1:7,9,11) .    

When Paul uses the phrase ‘gospel’ he may well have in his mind the themes 

of exile and restoration from Deutero-Isaiah.31  Deutero-Isaiah, as Hooker 

reminded the academic community, may be summed up as: ‘Israel, who has 

been chosen by Yahweh as his servant, is to be restored from Exile and will  

manifest God’s glory to all nations.’32 It is within this context that the word 

gospel is used, the gospel is the announcement that YHWH has now acted to 

restore his honor and glory, the long awaited ‘end of exile’ has now arrived.

Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good news 
( ) εαγγελιζμενοςὐό ; lift up your voice with strength, O Jerusalem, herald of 
good news ( ) εαγγελιζμενοςὐό ; lift it up, fear not; say to the cities of Judah, 
"Behold your God!" Behold, the Lord GOD comes with might, and his arm 
rules for him; behold, his reward is with him, and his recompense before him. 
He will tend his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms; he 
will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young. (Isa 
40:9-11 ESV, LXX)

When this exile is over sins will be forgiven(Is 42:21-28) and the gentiles will not only 

acknowledge YHWH(Is 42:26) but his glory will be manifest to the nations (52:3-12) and 

they will be invited to trust in him (Is 55:1-13).  

31 Isa 40:9; 41:27; 52:7; 61:1-2; See also Joel 3:5 (LXX) .
32 D Hooker, Jesus and the Servant 29
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In his pre-Damascus state Paul would have been longing for the real ‘return from exile’33 

but now, having met the risen Christ, he is confident the gospel should be proclaimed. 

This gospel includes the forgiveness of sins (Gal 1:14)  and the covenantal embrace of the 

gentiles(Gal 2:7, 16,3:14). 

A nuanced understanding of the ‘end of the age’ alongside the great drama of  ‘return 

from exile’  become the controlling narrative from which Paul interprets the world, a 

reality which is brought about by the life, death and resurrection of the Messiah.

B) Symbols and Galatia  

Paul’s worldview shift involves not only a shift in the meta-narrative of redemption 

but also a shift in his understanding of symbols, symbols being the visible expression 

of a person’s or community’s worldview. Prior to his conversion Paul would, as with 

mainstream Judaism, have seen the ‘works of the law’ as being a central symbol to his 

faith.

 In recent years, since the publication of Paul and Palestinian Judaism, the 

interpretation of ‘works of the law’ has become a pivotal issue in Pauline scholarship. 

Advocates of the new perspective tend to view them as ‘covenant boundary 

markers’34 which distinguish Jew from Gentile whereas traditional interpreters, in 

following Luther, conceive the works of the law as obedience to the Torah, or simply 

33 Within the academic community there is continual debate as to whether the Jews, or at least some of 
them including Jesus and Paul) saw exile as being a reality. In Psalms of Solomon 11; 1QH 18:14-15; 
11Qmelch 15-25 we can at least say that this hope of ‘return from exile’ is part of the mindset of some 
groups within 2nd Temple Judaism. ‘Return from Exile’ is, perhaps, the main difference between 
Wright and Dunn in their respective work on Jesus and Paul.  A recent conversation at Durham 
illustrates this point. Paul: Durham New Testament Seminar
34 De Silva sums up well the NPP reading, “Paul’s polemic against “works of the law” is not a 
polemic against “good works,” as this is commonly but erroneously understood. Rather, Paul opposes  
the continued observance of a boundary-maintaining code, not only in the observance of the more
obvious differentiators like circumcision, kosher laws and Sabbath, but also as an entire
body of laws given to Israel as a mark of her distinctiveness and separation from the Gentiles” deSilva 
Introduction  ,   505
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good works in general,35 to gain a righteous standing before God.  Longenecker, who 

goes against a NPP reading,  outlines three potential readings.

“But what does Paul mean by the expression “the works of the law” (ἔργων 
νόμου)? [1] Does he mean “good works” in the sense of mankind’s striving 
for self-achievement apart from God—i.e., a person’s attempt to have 
something worthy to present before God that he can call his own? [2]Or does 
he mean observances of the Mosaic law that seek to earn God’s favor? [3]Or is 
his reference more restricted and less prejudicial to mean simply the 
distinctive Jewish identity markers of circumcision, dietary regulations, and 
sabbath observance, which were viewed more as “badges of Jewish covenantal 
nomism” than meritorious acts?” 36

However even if an interpreter assumes a NPP[3]  or a traditional reading of ‘works 

of the law’[2] it would, in my opinion, still be appropriate to describe torah in general, 

and circumcision specifically, as a key Judaic symbol of cultural, religious and 

political identity. 37

Circumcision, as well as food laws and Sabbath observance, were the litmus test by 

which one could tell who was a member of the covenant community.  In 1 Maccabees 

we read of a number of Jews who in seeking to make an “alliance with the Gentiles” 

decided to ‘cover over the mark of their circumcision’38 The author of 1 Maccabees 

links the removal of circumcision with  their abandonment from the covenant 

community.

35 For Dunn the ‘works of the law’ are  “good works done as an attempt to gain or achieve  
righteousness describes the traditional view”. In my opinion this is a caricature of the traditional view 
as non-new perspective scholars still maintain that it is Torah observance and not just good works in 
general.  See Dunn The Theology of Paul the Apostle 354-358.  Although Luther does make a direct 
link between ‘works of the law’ and the legalistic ‘good works’ of late Medieval Catholicism. “The 
papists do not believe this. They say, “A person who performs this good deed or that, deserves the 
forgiveness of his sins. A person who joins this or that holy order, has the promise of everlasting life.” 
Commentary on Galatians 64 Later traditional commentators do not follow this view see Schreiner 
Paul: Apostle of God’s Glory in Christ 110-115
36 Longenecker Galatians
37 However it is reductionistic, in my opinion, to think that one must choose either the ‘New 
Perspective’ or ‘Traditional’ interpretation of the works of the law, for even if the traditional view has 
some credibility within the Judaic worldview it does not exclude the position that torah observance in 
general, and specifically circumcision, food laws and Sabbath, functioned as a boundary marker 
between Jew and Gentile.  
38 1 Maccabees 1:11
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They covered over the mark of their circumcision and abandoned the 
holy covenant; they allied themselves with the Gentiles and sold 
themselves to wrongdoing. 39

If the removal of circumcision led to covenant exclusion we can  expect that 

any proselytes, those gentiles who wish to join the covenant community, 

would need to be circumcised, and this is exactly what we find in Josephus 

when he discusses Hyrcanus conquest of the gentile Idumeans. Hyrcanus, 

… permitted them to stay in that country, if they would circumcise 
their genitals, and make use of the laws of the Jews; and they were so 
desirous of living in the country of their forefathers, that they 
submitted to the use of circumcision, and of the rest of the Jewish ways 
of living; at which time therefore this befell them, that they were 
hereafter no other than Jews. Josephus Ant 13.9.140

Tactitus, in his discussion of the conversion of proselytes, describes 

circumcision as the symbol that distinguishes Jew from gentile,

Circumcision was adopted by them as a mark of difference from other 
men. Those who come over to their religion adopt the practice, and 
have this lesson first instilled into them, to despise all gods, to disown 
their country, and set at nought parents, children, and brethren.41 

A proselyte in accepting circumcision must all turn his back on paganism, 

non-Jewish nationalism, and his family. Circumcision and Ethnocentricism, 

even for proselytes, go hand in hand.

In Galatians we that Paul does not follow the traditional Judaic understanding 

of circumcision. Paul has, it seems, demoted the worldview symbol of 

Judaism. Circumcision ‘does not count for anything’(Gal 5:6, 6:15) and if 

Gentiles are circumcised then the Messiah does not mean anything to 

them(Gal 5:2,5:11).  

Paul’s worldview shift involves not only a metanarrative dimension- the 

eschaton has in some sense arrived- but also a shift in symbols.  Torah 

observance is no longer an appropriate way of describing (NPP) or gaining 

(Traditional) covenant membership. Justification is not given to those who 
39 1 Maccabees 1:15
40 See also Josephus Antiquities: 13.9.1; 16.7.6; War 1.17.10, Judith 14:10 
41 Tacticus Histories 5.5.2
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cling to the covenant boundary markers (NPP) or obey the law (Traditional) 

but to those who have ‘faith in Jesus the Messiah’42.

Paul rejects circumcision as the defining symbol of his worldview and 

replaces it with that of baptism. Thus Gal 3:22-37 fuses together both story 

and symbol in his discussions of law and baptism.

But the Scripture imprisoned everything under sin, so that the promise by faith 
in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe. Now before faith came, 
we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until the coming faith would 
be revealed. So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order 
that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no 
longer under a guardian, for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through 
faith. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.  Gal 
3:22-27

Paul understands the law as having its place and function within redemptive 

history as a pedagogue. The pedagogue would look after a child on his masters 

behalf, setting limits for him until he reached maturity and didn’t need a guide. 

The law, which encouraged ethnocentric attitudes, with the arrival of the 

eschaton is no longer needed. As Dunn comments,

Israel was like a child growing up in an evil world: the law gave it the 

protection it needed from idolatry and the lower moral standards prevalent in 

the Gentile world; the law thus involved a degree of restriction for Israel and 

separation from the rest of the world; but it was a temporary role, since the 

child would grow up, and when that happened there would be no need of the 

custodial slave and the restrictive rules which separated the growing youth 

from the rest of the world could be removed 43

With the arrival of faith the gentiles are justified, made sons, and are incorporated into 

the covenant family, that is they united to the Messiah in the act of baptism.44 

Covenantal membership, according to Paul, is to be found , not along social, 

economic or gender lines, but in those who are united with the messiah through the 

act of baptism.

42 Disucss briefly pisteos iesus christou See Pauline Christology 223-226
43 Dunn, Galatians, 1999.
44 In Paul it is hard to make a clear distinction between the initial act of faith, baptism and the reception 
of the Spirit.
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C)  Praxis  

Having looked briefly at story and symbol aspects of the Pauline worldview it is 

necessary to look at some aspects of his praxis.  Praxis is the outworking of a 

worldview, it is a persons way of being in the world, and assumes that the way people 

act in a situation in a given situation is coherent with their underlying stories and 

symbols.  

 Paul assumes, as he does in his other letters, that the people of YHWH have received 

the Holy Spirit. Using questioning as a rhetorical tool, 

Let me ask you only this: Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by  
hearing with faith? (Gal 3:2)

Paul in formulating his argument against the Gentiles keeping the ‘works of the law’ 

and being circumcised displays his ‘trump card’(Dunn). The church in Galatia, as no 

doubt Paul saw first hand, could testify to the Spirit being at work amongst them. A 

modern reader may bawk at such argumentation as Paul calls in evidence, not just 

from scripture, but from their own experience—A  rationalist-historical-textual 

apologetic is more at home in post-enlightenment western Christianity45 than within 

the early church  

Thus he begins his argument with not with an appeal to theology but with an 
appeal to the life of the Spirit, which he will use to demonstrate the 
truthfulness of his theology—and the wrongness of their predilections.46

The Spirit so effected the praxis--their way of being in the world—of the Galatian 

community that he could use it as a proof that gentiles without torah observance are 

now full members of the covenant.

For Paul, the indisputable fact that they have the Spirit is proof that they are God’s  
people, and his argument is that the law had nothing to do with it. It therefore cannot 
be a necessary condition for being the people of God47

The arrival of the Holy Spirit results has radically altered the praxis od the Galatian 

community. They now live a life which is led by the spirit (5:18) and walks in the 

45 The obvious exception being Pentecostalism. The church is finding that it needs to change its 
apologetic method with the rise of postmodernity within popular culture, in that  postmodernity focuses 
more on experience than rationalistic argument.
46 Fee God’s Empowering Presence 382
47 Ziesler, Galatians, 32
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spirit (5:25). The results of this spirit led life are the fruits of love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control  (Gal 5:23).  

The praxis of life in the Spirit is related to the overarching story that Paul is working 

from. Paul takes the Church of Galatia back, as he often does, to the blessing that was 

given to Abraham.

“And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, 
preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, "In you shall all the 
nations be blessed." 

The arrival of the spirit and justification by faith are the outworking of this initial 

promise, this promise remaining unfulfilled whilst Israel were living under the curse. 

For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, 
"Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book 
of the Law, and do them." 

Longenecker commenting on this verse says 

“Israel had willingly placed herself under the stipulation of the covenant, and in 
so doing had accepted the threat of being cursed for non-fulfillment.”

 However, Longenecker fails, in my opinion, to make a link between curse and the 

judgment that YHWH executed in bringing about the exile.  The book of Deuteronomy 

itself makes the link between curses and exile.  

Therefore the anger of the LORD was kindled against this land, bringing upon it  
all the curses written in this book, and the LORD uprooted them from their land  
in anger and fury and great wrath, and cast them into another land, as they are  
this day. Deut 29:27-28

N.T.  Wright makes the point that this curse of the law is to be understood as the 

‘exile’ given that it is a quotation from Deuteronomy which “declares that Israel will 

in fact eventually make the wrong choice, and, as a result, suffer the curse of all 

curses, that is, exile.”48 The book of Deuteronomy prophetically looks beyond the 

curse to the end of exile.

Then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on  
you, and he will gather you again from all the peoples where the LORD your God 
has scattered you.  Deut 30

48 Wright Climax of the Covenant 140
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 The later prophets, as previously discussed, also looked forward to the restoration of 

Israel’s fortunes, this restoration would bring with it the arrival of the spirit and a 

covenantal embrace49 to the gentiles .50 

For the palace is forsaken, the populous city deserted; the hill and the  
watchtower will become dens forever, a joy of wild donkeys, a pasture of flocks;  
until the Spirit is poured upon us from on high, and the wilderness becomes a 
fruitful field, and the fruitful field is deemed a forest. 
Isa 32:14-15

With this is mind as we return to Galatians we see that the Messiah in his 

representative role takes the curse of exile upon himself51, thus bringing the result of 

blessing to the Gentiles and the pouring out of the Spirit. 

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us--for 
it is written, "Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree"-- so that in Christ 
Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might  
receive the promised Spirit through faith. Gal 3:13-14

Paul’s worldview, perhaps subconsciously, allows him to draw on the meta-narrative 

of the Hebrew bible so as to make sense of the experience of the Spirit being at work 

in the Galatians. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion I would like to draw out some of the main worldview components 

which I have identified  in this essay and offer some summative and evaluative 

comments—moving back, metaphorically speaking,  from the trees (exegesis) to 

survey the forest (worldview). We have found that Pauls worldview incorpartes 

within it the story of Isreael, this story though had reached its climax in Jesus the 

Messiah.

49 Isa 55:1-13
50 Isa 4:2-6; 11:1-2; 32:15; 42:1; 44:3; 61:1; cf. 63:11; Ezek 36:26-27; 37:14; 39:29; Joel 2:28-29
51 This idea of representative suffering is taken up in Is 53, with interpreters in discussion as to whether 
the suffering servant is to be understood in a corporate or individual sense. This has become the source 
of much debate, within the popular UK evangelical community,  in the recent Chalke-Wright- PSA 
debate. See Jeffry, Ovey and Sach Pierced for our Transgressions Wright’s response The Cross and it’s 
Caricatures
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Appendix 1:    Contingency and Coherence  

A worldview hermeneutic provides answers to questions, often discussed in Pauline 

theology of i) Contingency and  ii)Coherence .

i) Contingency:  The Pauline corpus shows Paul as responding to a variety of 

doctrinal and ethical issues. The question is  raised as whether Paul is responding 

adhoc to these issues with no real coherence and/or systematisation of his thought.  It 

may be ‘an incoherent display of incidental, opportunistic, and compromising 

thoughts that vary from situation to situation.”52 An understanding of worldview 

allows for a variety of situations and responses to be made which come from the same 

worldview.  Paul’s writings although diverse in their emphases, are likely to have 

come from the same basic worldview —thus I assume coherency unless is can be 

demonstrated that worldview shifts have taken place within the life of the post-

Damascus Paul. 

ii) Coherence  A worldview hermeneutic gives coherence to diverse material as it 

provides an ‘interpretative lens’ from which Paul views the world and writes his 

letters. Coherency is not to be found in a doctrinal proposition or logical arrangement 
53– such is the history of Pauline scholarship:-justification (Kaseman and Stulmacher), 

52 Beker, Paul the Apostle 11
53  Bornkamm speaks against the systematisations of Paul’s thought

 “First, however, let us refer to an important characteristic of Paul's theology which is 
generally too little attended to. Paul's theology resists all efforts to reproduce it as a rounded 
off system carefully arranged under headings, as it were a Summa Theologica. much erudite 
exposition proceeds as if there were no such difficulty and diligently arranges into groups the 
apostles various statements about God, Christ, man, redemption, the sacraments, the church, 
last things, and so on. Indeed, the more it succeeds in turning the scattered data into an 
aggregate classified under heads, the more respect it is accorded. But that is quite wrong, even 
if the requisite reference is given for each proposition. The plain fact is that Paul's statements 
are just not found thus arranged as fundamental doctrines of dogmatics; practically always 
they are in fragmentation and invariably woven in with others. Admittedly, no exposition, the 
present one included, can avoid ordering Paul's trains of thought under leading topics and 
problems. Yet this is makeshift; in actual fact, everything is intertwined."  Paul  91 
Bornkamm, G. (1971). Paul. London: Hodder & Stoughton.
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reconciliation (Ralph Martin),  Christ mysticism (Schweitzer) or participation in 

Christ (Sanders)54—but is found, in my opinion, in the worldview of Paul. 

As Wright notes,

 It is not enough merely to consider the specific topics treated by Paul at 
various points in his letters. It is important to ask questions about the 
underlying (or metaphorically, over arching) structure of his belief system… 
Here we have to do with issues too large to be seen frequently on the 
surface…. Theology is all about the great wholes, the worldviews which 
determine and dominate day to day handling of varied issues.”55

 

Within an understanding of worldviews there is no conflict between coherence and 

contingency for Paul responds to specific I stand in agreement with Beker that, 

‘The interface between coherence and contingency then resembles a military 
command center that dispatches the necessary material according to the needs 
of the various field units.” 56

However in contrast to Beker I think that this command centre is not to be found in 

the apocalyptic but in a worldview within which the apocalyptic has its place.57
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