
WHY THEN THE LAW? 
GALATIANS 3:15-4:7 

The apostle Paul is still working out the implications of the gospel over against the teaching 
of the Jewish missionaries, and here in this portion of his letter, he is providing further 
evidence for what he has been saying when he said, “it is those of faith who are the sons of 
Abraham” (3:7), and that “those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham” (3:9). 

Paul has already pointed out the way in which the Galatians were hoping for the right thing, 
but they were putting their hope in the wrong thing. They wanted to make sure that they 
were in line to receive the inheritance of redemption and salvation promised to God’s 
people. But they had come to believe that this inheritance is received not simply through 
faith in Christ but in adopting ethnic and cultural Judaism too. And so, the Galatians had 
turned to a different gospel message that was declaring faith in Christ plus Jewishness is the 
way to receive the promised inheritance of redemption and salvation. 

Paul continues to point our the error of the Galatians and continues to reaffirm for all of us 
that if our hearts want what God has promised (redemption and salvation for his people) 
then we must come to know that faith in Christ alone is our only hope for receiving this 
promise. 

This leads Paul to write: 

“For if the inheritance comes by the Law, it no longer comes by promise; but God 
gave it to Abraham by a promise. Why then the Law?” (3:18-19)  

Paul here looks to deal with the obvious question that comes with his explanation of the 
gospel: “If we receive the inheritance of redemption and salvation through our faith in Christ 
alone then what is the purpose of the Torah (the Old Testament Law)? What is the purpose 
of God’s commandments given to his people throughout the Hebrew Scriptures?” 
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In our generation that only wants to talk about grace and love and acceptance and tolerance 
and political correctness, many of us (even those among the church) have come to believe 
that the OT Law is too ancient and therefore too irrelevant to even worry about or take too 
seriously. But Paul deals with its importance here, and in doing so, he shows us the way in 
which the Law was first given by God to expose us and even more shockingly to enslave us.  

God’s Law exposes us as sinners, and it enslaves us to sin.   

The Law Exposes 

What do we mean when we say that God gave us his Law to expose us? Paul writes that God 
gave us his Law “because of transgressions” (3:19). So what does Paul mean that “[the Law] 
was added because of transgressions”?  

An imperfect example from parenting might help: My children were born sinful (as is 
everyone else and their children). As soon as my children could move around, they would 
snatch things from each other, throw fits when they didn’t get what they wanted, and fight 
with anybody that they felt wasn’t acting in accordance with what they wanted.  

Now, I didn’t have to teach them any of these selfish behaviors. It just came natural to them. 
But, what I do have to teach them is the way in which these types of behaviors are wrong 
and have very real consequences for themselves and those around them. Although they’re 
born acting this way, it’s not until I teach them about selfishness, stealing, anger and jealousy 
that they come to see these specific errors in their own behavior. Not only that, they come to 
see how often they make these errors and the extent to which they struggle to not be that 
way.  

I don’t teach my children about selfishness and anger so that they can now begin to earn my 
love and acceptance through their obedience; I do so in order to guide them in how to 
flourish as a human being and to expose the various ways that they hinder this flourishing 
through their own harmful behavior.  
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You see, on one end God’s Law reveals the way in which we were designed to flourish as 
God’s creation (positive effect), but it also exposes the rebellious nature inside all of us that 
seeks to do what we want to do over what God wants for us (negative effect). The Law 
exposes sin and the universal truth that we are in fact sinners. The Law makes our sinfulness 
and our self-centeredness plain and obvious. 

In his letter to the Romans, Paul writes:  

“Through the Law comes knowledge of sin” (Romans 3:20).  
“Where there is no Law there is no transgression” (Romans 4:15).  
“If it had not been for the Law, I would not have known sin” (Romans 7:7).  

You see, the Law of God actually gives our sins a name and a category. Paul actually says in 
his letter to the Romans that, “I would not have known what it is to covet if the Law had not 
said, ‘You shall not covet’” (Romans 7:7).  

So God’s Law has a way of taking off the outer shell of what looks like a respectable human 
being and revealing what a rebellious creature and moral mess we all truly are behind the 
surface. 

Tragically, as long as you think of yourself as being an alright and descent person, you’re 
going to be deceived by your own pride and over-confidence. You’ll hardly think about the 
greatness of God. You’ll remain almost indifferent to God’s grace and mercy. And you’ll pay 
little attention to the promises of God in Christ. God’s Law exposes that we are in fact… 
sinners who desperately need grace from God.   

The Law Enslaves 

What do we mean when we say that God Law’s enslaves us? Paul writes that “the Scripture 
imprisoned everything under sin” and that “before faith came, we were held captive under 
the Law” (3:22-23). So in what way does God’s Law imprison us and hold us captive? 
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God’s Law imprisons us because it plainly reveals to us the standard of righteousness that is 
impossible for us to fulfill, but by which we will be judged. 

There is no excuse for our disobedience and no escape from God’s standard. Paul mentions 
elsewhere in his letter to the Romans  that even if you didn’t own a Bible and knew none of 1

God’s written commandments it still wouldn’t be an excuse because God has written his Law 
on the heart of every human being. Deep down, we all know that we’re not as we should be, 
and we are all instinctively aware of goodness and badness and a sense of right and wrong.  

Therefore, the Law in itself is holy and righteous and good, but it brings wrath and sin and 
eternal condemnation for all of us who disobey it. And we all disobey it! Disregarding God’s 
Law is not an option because judgement is inevitable. Trusting in God’s Law is not an option 
because perfect obedience is impossible. The OT Law reveals our true condition as children 
of wrath and slaves to the slave master of Sin. This is how God’s Law enslaves us to sin. 

Sin is the brutal slave master that beats us down with its heavy burdens and offers us nothing 
of eternal value in return except destruction and certain death. There is no escape, and there 
is no way out. Our condition is entirely hopeless and unless someone outside of ourselves 
changes the system or changes our situation, eternal bondage is our eternal destiny.  

Slaves to Sons 

But here’s the good news of the gospel: One day, as you’re out in your slave master’s field 
on the brink of exhaustion and at the end of yourself, a Man shows up. He too is a Master 
who purchases people, but there’s something different about him. After dealing with your 
current slave master, the Man comes over to you and puts his arm around your slumping 
shoulders and in a gentle voice says to you,  “Come with me. You will work here no longer. I 
have paid the price to purchase you from your bondage to this brutal master called Sin.” 

So you leave with this new Master, and on the way, you begin to wonder what service to him 
is going to require of you. You feel indebted to this Man so you want to make sure that you 
serve him well. Because after all, life experience tells you to beware of failing your Master.  

   see Romans 2:12-161
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However, upon arriving at this new Master’s house, he does something you never saw 
coming. Even in your wildest dreams, you would have never imagined it. He looks at you 
and smiles a sweet smile like you’ve never seen before, and he does the unthinkable.  

He invites you inside his house. You expected that you would now work for this Man, and yet 
he is welcoming you into his home.   
        
And as if that wasn’t enough to excite your expectations of this new life with this new Master, 
He then proceeds to take you into a room. A room that seems to have been waiting just for 
you. A room just like his own Son’s room upstairs. A room that is in fact… Yours. 

Again, in the most gentle voice you’ve ever heard, the Master puts his arm around your 
shoulders and says, “Relax and rest my son. You are no slave here in my house. You are 
family. What’s mine is yours. Welcome to your new home.”  

And you can hardly believe this. You were going about your everyday life enslaved to the 
hardship of Sin and out of nowhere and for no apparent reason this Man comes along and 
purchases your freedom taking you in as one of his own children.  

You did nothing to earn this.  

Your elevated status is nothing more than this good Master’s free gift of grace and mercy. A 
mercy he shows to whomever he pleases. You just happen to be one of the ones he’s 
chosen.  

And this is the beautiful truth of the gospel message. Paul writes, in 4:4-7: 

“But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, 
born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might 
receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his 
Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a slave, but a son, 
and if a son, then an heir [to the entire estate] through God.” 
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Christ became a slave so that we might become sons.  

When a slave becomes a son, obedience is no longer viewed through the lens of 
oppression, but instead as an opportunity. An opportunity to show your gratitude and love 
for your new Master who allows you to call him ‘Father’. 

That being said, so what is the purpose of God’s Law according to God’s Word? 

Before we become a Christian: God’s Law exposes us as sinners and enslaves us to sin in 
order to point us to the only One who can set us free — Jesus the Christ — our Savior and the 
Lord — the only One who is able to make us righteous sons of God. 

After we become a Christian: God’s Law provides us with the way that we can show our 
gratitude and love for our God who has graciously paid the price to adopt us into his family 
and has made us heirs to his eternal estate. 

For the Christian, the Law is no longer a guardian that holds you in bondage as a slave, but 
becomes the guide that helps you live as a son. 

Faith in Christ offers us the freedom to now obey God’s Law from a heart of love and 
thankfulness without feeling the weight of trying to earn our salvation by keeping it 
perfectly.  

Are we thankful to be adopted sons of God? Do we truly love the God who allows us and 
desires for us to call him ‘our Father’? A good measure of our Christian condition is how 
much God’s Law impacts how we choose to freely live our lives. 

For those of us who have placed our faith, hope and trust in what Christ has done for our 
salvation, God’s Law becomes a beautiful portrait of what a son of God could and should be 
rather than a burdensome mandate of what a man has to be.
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