
ECF 4th May 2014 Galatians 3:15-25 The Law and the Promise of the True Gospel 
Down through the years there have been many people who’ve made unusual wills. 

 Eleanor Ritchey’s will gave her $4.5 million fortune to her 150 dogs.   

 Prune rancher Thomas Shewbridge’s will gave his dogs 29,000 shares in the local electric company.  They even attended 
director’s meeting! 

 Gene Roddenberry, the creator of Star Trek, willed that his ashes be launched into space in a rocket.   

 Finnish businessman, Onni Nurmi, left shares in a company that manufactured rubber boots to the residents of a 
nursing home. The company was Nokia, which, then became one of the largest makers of mobile phones, making the 
residents millionaires.   

 Toronto-based attorney Charles Miller offered in his will a large sum of money to the Toronto woman who could 
produce the most kids in the decade following his death.  This became known as the "Great Stork Derby" and resulted in 
4 winners who’d each had 9 kids receiving $125,000. 

 
But however weird these wills are, the key thing is, that on the whole, apart from the occasional contests in court, these 
wills were carried out, the estate was divided up, the wishes of the person were kept – all as they’ve declared.  In Greek law, 
it was an even more definite thing.  If a will had been officially recorded, it could not be changed – even by the person 
themselves.  The will was irrevocable. 
 
So why are we talking about wills this morning?  Well, it relates to what Paul taught in our next section of the letter to the 
Galatians.  Galatians 3:15-18: “Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no-one can set aside or add to a 
human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case.  “The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his 
seed. The Scripture does not say “and to seeds”, meaning many people, but “and to your seed”, meaning one person, who 
is Christ. 17 What I mean is this: The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established 
by God and thus do away with the promise. 18 For if the inheritance depends on the law, then it no longer depends on a 
promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a promise.” 
 
1. The law is different from the promise 
The false teachers in Galatia were trying to claim that faith in Jesus was not enough to become right with God - that people 
needed both faith in Christ and keeping the law in order to be justified.   
 
But Paul knows you can’t have it both ways.  Either the gift of righteousness comes through the law or it comes through 
faith in the promise.  You can’t try and combine the two.  You can’t have a bit of both.  They’re fundamentally different.   
 
a) The law given to Moses 
God’s dealings with Moses were all about law, commandments and works.  In the Ten Commandments, God said, “You 
shall… You shall not…” Exodus 20:3-4  The law detailed man’s duty, his work, his responsibility and called for obedience.   
 
b) The promise given to Abraham 
But before this law was given, God’s dealings with Abraham were all about promise, grace and faith.  God gave Abraham 
unconditional promises that were based on what God would do.  God said, “I will make into a great nation and I will bless 
you.” Genesis 12:1  It was God’s plan, his initiative, dependent on his actions alone.  
 
And these actions were based on grace.  Abraham didn’t do anything to achieve this, deserve this, earn this.  It was a gift.  
All Abraham did was “He believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  Galatians 3:6   
 
2. The law doesn’t replace the promise   
The question is then, which way do the Galatians need to follow?  The false teachers were claiming that because the law 
came later, through Moses, then the law replaced the promise.  It was like a new update replacing the old version.  The law 
changed the basis for achieving salvation.  Now, people need to approach God through keeping the rules and regulations of 
the law! 
 
But this is why Paul was talking about a will.  Just as a will in Greek law could not be set aside, so “The law, introduced 430 
years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God.”  Galatians 3:17  The coming of the law, 430 
years after the nation of Israel entered Egypt, didn’t replace the promise given to Abraham.  The promises of God are 
irrevocable.  Like a will, they are unchanging.  God’s promises still stand today.   
 
a) The promise is fulfilled in Christ 
In fact, Paul said, that the promise given to Abraham was fulfilled in Christ.  The ultimate fulfilment of this promise was not 
the land of Canaan and the nation of Israel – how could it have been because God promised that “all peoples on earth will 



be blessed through you.” Genesis 12:3? 
 
Instead, the ultimate fulfilment of this promise was the blessing of salvation given to all who have trusted in Jesus.  He even 
says that this truth was seen in the word God used.  When God said to Abraham, “To your offspring I will give this land.” 
Genesis 12:7, God was not ultimately thinking about the many descendents of Abraham, but about “one person, who is 
Christ.”  Galatians 3:16 
 
And so the promise given to Abraham still stands today!  And this means that we can be sure that true Christianity is not 
based on a law of duty and responsibility, on religious rules and rituals, but it is based on a promise of salvation by grace 
alone, through faith alone and in Christ alone.  If we have faith in Christ, then we can be sure that we’ve inherited those 
promises of righteousness and life!  We are children of Abraham. 
 
3. The law is inferior to the promise   
But that leads to an obvious question.  Galatians 3:19: “What, then, was the purpose of the law?”  If salvation has always 
been by grace alone through faith alone, why did God ever bother with giving the law?  If we look to Abraham as our 
example, what was the reason for Moses and the law that he brought?  Was it unnecessary?  Was it bad? 
 
Paul gives us these answers in the next section: Galatians 3:19-21: “It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to 
whom the promise referred had come. The law was put into effect through angels by a mediator. 20 A mediator, however, 
does not represent just one party; but God is one. 
21 Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? Absolutely not! For if a law had been given that could impart life, 
then righteousness would certainly have come by the law.”  
 
The false teachers were claiming that the law was superior to the promise because it came later.  But here Paul makes it 
clear that it is the other way around. 
 
a) The law came through intermediaries 
First of all the law came to the people through intermediaries.  “The law was put into effect through angels by a mediator.” 
Galatians 3:19.   
 
Although Paul doesn’t name him, the mediator is no doubt Moses.  And a number of other passages emphasise that God 
grave the law through angels. Stephen in his sermon to the Sanhedrin stated: “You who have received the law that was put 
into effect through angels but have not obeyed it.” Acts 7:53  And so the law came indirectly to the people, third-hand so to 
speak – from God, through angels and through Moses!   
 
But in contrast, the promise came first-hand to Abraham.  “The LORD appeared to Abram and said…” Genesis 12:7 
 
b) The law is temporary 
The law also only had a temporary role.  “It was added… until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come.” Galatians 
3:19  The law was given to be in charge until Jesus came to fulfil the promises given to Abraham!  The law’s role is 
temporary while as we’ve seen, the promise from God is irrevocable, unchanging and eternal!   
 
c) The law cannot give life 
The law is also limited in what it can do.  It cannot give life.  Paul is speaking hypothetically when he says, “If a law had been 
given that could impart life…” Galatians 3:21  But, as we’ve seen that is impossible.  “No-one is justified before God by the 
law.”   Galatians 3:11  And so nobody can receive eternal life through the law!   
 
But as we saw last week, “The righteous will live by faith.”  Galatians 3:11  Life in all it’s fullness, spiritual life lived in 
fellowship with God that will last for all eternity is the promise that is given to all those who put their faith in Christ.   
 
So, although the law came after the promise, the law is not superior to the promise.  Unlike the promise, it didn’t come 
directly, it doesn’t have a permanent role and it cannot give life.   
 
d) The Law is Good  
Of course none of this means that we should disregard or discredit the law as something flawed or imperfect.  There is no 
conflict between the law and God’s promises: “Is the law… opposed to the promises of God? Absolutely not!” Galatians 3:21  
The law and the promise are not competing ideas.  There is no contradiction between them.  We’re not called to honour 
one and disparage the other.   
 



Both of them are from God, and as Paul declares here “God is one.” Galatians 3:20.  The God who gave the law to Moses is 
the same God who gave the promise to Abraham.  And so both of them are good.  It is just that he gave them for different 
purposes.   
 
4. The Law Leads us to the Promise 
So we need to understand the true purpose of the law.  It wasn’t given to replace the promise or to justify the sinner or to 
give life.  Instead, it was given to lead us to the promise of God and the life that is in Christ!   
 
a) The Law Condemns Sin 
It does this firstly by condemning sin.  Paul says that “It was added because of transgressions.” Galatians 3:19  Without the 
law, we would not have know clearly how wrong our sin was.  Paul says in “I would not have known what sin was except 
through the law.” Romans 7:7   
 
Without the law, we wouldn’t know how sinful sin is.  But the law reveals that wrong choices, wrong actions, attitudes, 
thoughts, words are transgressions of, a violation against, God’s holy commandments.  The law shows us that sin is really a 
rebellion against the will and authority of God.   
 
And so “Through the law we become conscious of sin.” Romans 3:20  We become aware of the seriousness of sin and how 
crucial it is to deal with it.   
 
b) The Law Convicts us  
And the law shows that we are all guilty of this.  On our own we justify our actions and attitudes by comparing ourselves 
with others.  “I may not be perfect,” we say, “But at least I’m not as bad as that person down the road.  I’ve never murdered 
anyone.  I’ve never stolen anything.  I’m not a criminal.”   
 
And compared to others we may come out reasonably well.  We could convince ourselves that we’re not as bad as others.  
But the law shows us that we’re all sinners and captive to sin.  “But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner 
of sin, so that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe.” Galatians 
3:22   
 
Again and again, the law convicts us of sin.   
“All have turned aside,  
they have together become corrupt;  
there is no-one who does good,  
not even one.” Psalm 14:3 
 
Or as Ecclesiastes 7:20 states: “There is not a righteous man on earth who does what is right and never sins.”  
 
In a way, the law is like a plumb-line.  When you hold a plumb line up against a wall, it can prove that a crooked wall is 
crooked.  Of course, no matter how you use it, a plumb line can’t make a crooked wall straight.   
 
In the same way, the law was God’s plumb line, designed to show all people that they are crooked, or sinful.  It was never 
intended to make us straight or righteous.  It can’t do this.   
 
Or if you’d prefer it is like a mirror.  When we look into the mirror, it shows us as we really are.  But of course no matter 
how much we stare into a mirror, it will never make us look any better.  It can’t.      
 
So God’s law was given to highlight our universal problem.  It shows us that we’ve all sinned, we’ve all fallen short of God’s 
standard.  It reveals to us that we all stand condemned before God – that we’re all in desperate need.   
 
c) The Law Confines Us  
The law could not set us free from the prison of sin.  In fact it kept us imprisoned.  “Before this faith came, we were held 
prisoners by the law, locked up until faith should be revealed.” Galatians 3:23 
 
The rules and regulations of the law couldn’t free the Jews.  The law could not release them from the power of sin, or the 
penalty that their sin deserved.  Instead, like a prison guard, the law confined them, controlled them, kept them under 
restraint.   
 
Paul then uses another picture to explain this in Galatians 3:24: “So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we 



might be justified by faith. Literally this states that the law was our guardian!  Wealthy Greek families would use a guardian 
or tutor to watch over, control, teach and discipline the children in the family when they were young.  They were often 
harsh in their treatment of these kids – and were usually depicted in ancient drawings with a rod or cane in their hand. 
 
In the same way, the nation of Israel was put under the guardianship of the law.  The law told them what to do and what 
not to do.  It gave them rules and regulations by which to live by.  And when they failed to keep these rules, when they 
disobeyed, it rebuked them and punished them.  
 
d) The Law leads us to Christ  
This was not easy.  The burden of the law was heavy.  But it was ultimately for their good.  The confinement of the law was 
like a protective custody.  Through the law, God confined them “until faith should be revealed.” Galatians 3:23  The law 
guarded God’s people until the true gospel of Christ was revealed.   
 
But more that this: “The law was put in charge to lead us to Christ.” Galatians 3:24  The purpose of the law was not only to 
look after us until Christ came, but it was to lead us to Christ!  

 God condemned sin so that we would realise the seriousness of the problem. 

 God convicted us of our sin so that we would realise our desperate need of justification. 

 God confined us by the law so that we could see the futility of trying to free ourselves. 

 God disciplined us by the law, so that we would experience the consequences of sin and long for a Saviour! 
 
And so the purpose of the law was not to make us better, but to show up how bad we really are.  The purpose of the law 
was not to save us, but to show our need of the Saviour!  The purpose of the law was not so that we could justify ourselves 
through out efforts, but so that we could be declared righteous through faith in Christ. 
 
And so if we’ve put our faith in Jesus, if we’ve accepted that he died on the cross to pay for our sins, and we’ve been 
declared righteous in God’s sight – then “Now that faith has come, we are no longer under the supervision of the law.”  
Galatians 3:25.  We’re no longer dominated and disciplined by it.  We’re no longer under the obligation to keep the rules 
and regulations of it.  We are no longer condemned by it.   
 
This is not because we’ve rejected God’s law!  No, it is because we’ve accepted it for the purpose it was given – to highlight 
our sin, and lead us to the Saviour! 
 
If we’ve come to faith in Christ, the law has done its job.  We don’t need to live behind the bars of it anymore.  We don’t 
need to live with its guilt, restrictions and limitations.  Instead we live in Christ, under grace, with the assurance of our 
salvation – the knowledge of peace with God, the freedom to live for God and the joy of living as sons of God.  And that’s 
what we’ll go on to look at next week!   
 
Conclusion 
The false teachers in Galatia had it so wrong.  The law was never meant to replace the promise of righteousness made to 
Abraham.  Instead it was meant to show us our desperate need of God’s grace, help us recognise it as our only hope, and to 
lead us to Christ where through faith alone and by grace alone we can be truly saved! 
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