
0316
The purpose of the law
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Text
19 Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring

should come to whom the promise had been made, and it was put in place
through angels by an intermediary. 20 Now an intermediary implies more than one,
but God is one.

21 Is the law then contrary to the promises of God? Certainly not! For if a law had
been given that could give life, then righteousness would indeed be by the law. 22

But the Scripture imprisoned everything under sin, so that the promise by faith in
Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe.

23 Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until
the coming faith would be revealed. 24 So then, the law was our guardian until
Christ came, in order that we might be justified by faith. 25 But now that faith has
come, we are no longer under a guardian

Prayer

Introduction - the Law
We live in a community, within a county, within a state, within a country. And all of them
have their own rules, ordinances, laws, policies.

The United States has thousands of federal laws.

And congress is working on brand new ones everyday.

If you thought they’d be just about tapped out after more than 200 years of making
laws…

Well you’d be thinking wrong.

Thousands of federal laws.

Illinois as a state laws. Lots of laws. According to Illinoispolicy.org, the Land of Lincoln
has over 250,000 laws1.

1https://www.illinoispolicy.org/illinois-is-no-3-for-most-state-regulations-report-finds/#:~:text=A%20new%2
0report%20confirms%20what,with%20nearly%20260%2C000%20state%20rules.



When you hear that, the 613 laws in the Old Testament don't sound like so much.

But just focusing on our civil laws: federal, state, local.

We’d agree that many of our laws are necessary to maintain a civilized society.

You can’t murder people. That’s a good law.

You can’t take people’s stuff. That’s a good one.

You can’t punch someone in the face just because you don’t like the way he looks at
you. Usually pretty good.

And even if we try to be upstanding citizens and we try to adhere to the laws, most (if
not all of us) have probably broken laws at some point in our lives.

Speeding. That gets most of us right there.

It’s a state law in Illinois that you wear your seatbelt while driving.

A lot of us have probably used our cell phones in an illegal way while driving. It’s illegal
to text and drive.

That tends to be worse in younger people.

Hoarding unused prescription medication to use at another time.

That tends to be worse in…older people.

You get a prescription and end up not using it all but decide to save it for another time
when you’re sick or in pain.

It’s illegal. The prescription on the bottle does not last for the rest of eternity.

I’m sure some of you guys have a mini Walgreens in your medicine cabinet.

Some of us might have had a beer or two. Maybe more than two when we were
underage.

And there are lots of other examples. Most (if not all, but probably all) of us have broken
a law at some point.

Maybe someone is still saying that they’ve never done any of those things.

Even if you try really hard to be a law abiding citizen, you can unwittingly break laws.



I once got pulled over in Indiana for allegedly not signaling 300 feet before changing
lanes.

1. I had no idea what the law was in Indiana.
2. I still don’t believe that I did that. What was I going to do? Pull out a tape

measure?

Even when we try, it’s hard to follow all the laws all the time.

Lots of good laws. And lots of good purposes for the laws. It’s good to live a life where
you’re following the law.

Even though we’ve probably all broken a law at some point.

It’s a good way to live.

And our society flourishes when people abide by the laws.

Here in Cissna Park, we live in a community where people generally follow the laws.
Low crime. Some people don’t lock their doors (being from a city, I still cannot imagine
not doing that).

But because people follow the law, it makes this a nice place to live.

It’s idyllic. I’ve heard it compared to Mayberry.

The law can provide a nice life.

But what it cannot do is provide eternal life.

It might provide some security, but it cannot provide salvation.

And that is something that our laws have in common with the law of the Old Testament.

In the Bible, the law of the Old Testament was from God and was good. But people
looked to it for the wrong purposes.

Series context
We’re continuing in the Book of Galatians this morning.

Over the last couple of weeks, we’ve talked about the law and the covenant.

Two weeks ago, we talked about how salvation could not come through our adherence
to the law of the Old Testament. Trying to be righteous through the law brought curses,
because we cannot follow it.



Last week, Paul talked about the covenant the Lord made with Abraham and how that
could not be nullified or superseded by the law that was later given to Moses.

Today’s passage continues a logical progression.

All throughout chapter 3, Paul is lifting up the Abrahamic Covenant.

And the loftiness with which Paul talks about the promise God made to Abraham could
cause a person to come away from this letter with the wrong idea.

Paul’s purpose is not to make people hate the law which was given to Moses.

That would be a mistake.

While the law doesn't save, that doesn’t mean the law was - or is - pointless.

Thesis

The main idea of this passage is that the law isn’t the gospel, but it points to the gospel.

And we’ll be looking at this passage in three parts.

The purpose of the law, the fulfillment of the law, and the gospel and the law.

First point.

1. The purpose of the law
At the beginning of our passage, Paul asks a question.

Why then the law?

And this question makes sense here.

I was just saying this, but as Paul has talked about the inferiority of the law to save, it
could be easy for a person to think that the law is irrelevant or unimportant.

But that’s not the case.

Continuing in verse 19:

It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring should come to
whom the promise had been made



The law was added because of transgressions.

The world was fallen and sinful.

And in order to make our sin undeniable and unavoidable, God gave us the law.

In Romans 4:15, Paul had said:

For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression.

The point is certainly not that people are sinless without the law.

The world fell in the garden. And as a result of a fallen world and a sinful nature,
impacted all of humanity.

Romans 5:12:

just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so
death spread to all men because all sinned

With or without the Law given to Moses, the reality of our sin is inescapable.

But then in the very next verse, Paul says:

13 for sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted
where there is no law.

And so part of the purpose for the law is that it is by this standard, we are convicted.

But even without this standard, we are still sinful.

Illustration - thought experiment
I’ll illustrate my point this way.

In the beginning, I talked about our federal, state, local laws.

But imagine for a moment a society where no laws exist.

You don’t have a right to life in this society. People are free to kill.

You don’t have a right to property. People are free to steal.

Contracts aren’t enforceable, because there are no laws.



Now, in this society, no one ever breaks the law. Because there is no law to break. But
just because there are no violations of a non-existent law, would that mean that this was
some sort of utopia?

Of course not.

You’d basically be a wild animal. The society would be uncivilized. Anything could go.

This place where no laws are ever broken would be hell, not heaven.

And so sin had existence since the fall.

But because of how sinful the world was, God gave the law so that we could be aware
of our sin.

It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring should come to
whom the promise had been made

And in that sense, the law is actually a great blessing which God has given us. Because
it allows us to be aware of our sin.

Illustration - medical technology
I think of all of the advancements in medicine.

Incredible advancements over the last century, but even over the past 10, 20, 30 years.

Different tests they can do, scans they can run. Things they can do with MRI’s, CT
scans, they’ll put a camera into your body to look around.

And one of the blessings of that is that it can help people know about diseases sooner.

Diseases that used to be death sentences, people can now survive because they can
detect it earlier.

And Lord willing, that will continue with early detection helping to prolong lives of people
who could not have expected those outcomes in past generations.
We’re sinners with or without the law.

In the same way that those tests don’t give you the disease.

You’d still have it either way.

But what they do is make you aware of the disease.



With the law, you can try to address the areas where you fall short. You can try to follow
it.

But it doesn’t bring life. It can’t bring life. Because it was never meant to bring life.

The law instead points us to the disease of our sin.

The law points us to our need for grace.

It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring should come to
whom the promise had been made

Some people think that the Israelites could earn salvation by following the law, and that
was meant to hold us over until Jesus came.

But rather, as we talked about last week: the promise to Abraham predated and
superceded the law. And with the coming of Christ, he was the true offspring of
Abraham who fulfilled the law and brought the promise.

While we cannot follow the law, Jesus did.

The standard we fail to uphold, the standard by which we are judged is a standard that
Jesus followed perfectly. And in him doing that, and dying in our place, and rising from
the dead, all who believe in him have the promise of life, because we have a savior who
died. And we have the promise of forgiveness because he has already taken the
penalty.

And so because of the law, as we recognize our sin, it is meant to point us to one who
could follow the law, the true offspring of Abraham, the one through whom the promise
was given.

The law is not the gospel but it points us to the gospel.

We come to our second point.

The fulfillment of the law
Still in verse 19.

Why then the law? It was added because of transgressions, until the offspring
should come to whom the promise had been made, and it was put in place
through angels by an intermediary.

So what Paul is saying at the end of this verse is that the law was put in place by angels
through an intermediary.



He is not saying that the law was made by angels. The law comes from God.

He’s saying it was given by angels. Besides Galatians 3, there are a couple of other
passages in the New Testament which express this same idea. One in Acts, one in
Hebrews.

It’s not emphasized as much in the Old Testament, but the New Testament teaches that
there is an angelic presence involved with the giving of the law.

This could be a reference to Deuteronomy 33:2 where Moses is looking back to what
God had revealed to the Israelites and depicts a scene with the Lord and a heavenly
host.

“The Lord came from Sinai
and dawned from Seir upon us;
he shone forth from Mount Paran;
he came from the ten thousands of holy ones,
with flaming fire at his right hand.

So the law was put in place by angels through an intermediary.

The intermediary is Moses. He was the human mediator who had been chosen by God
to reveal the law.

And Paul’s point here seems to be that the promise to Abraham was solely and directly
from God.

And the point Paul is making, is one that he also made last week. And that is that the
promise to Abraham is greater than the law.

Verse 20:

20 Now an intermediary implies more than one, but God is one.

Something else that’s a distinction about the law and the promise is that the law is given
to Moses. The promise is given to Abraham, and his offspring.

And as we discussed last week, the offspring is ultimately Christ, and a people of God
who are united by faith and redeemed by Christ.

And so the promise to Abraham is the unmediated word of the Lord. It’s given by God
and fulfilled in the Lord Jesus.

Verse 21, Paul asks another question as he continues to talk about the law and the
promise.



21 Is the law then contrary to the promises of God?

It could certainly seem that way.

The rest of verse 21:

Certainly not! For if a law had been given that could give life, then righteousness
would indeed be by the law.

The law and the promise are not at odds with each other.

The law does not contradict the promise, it compliments the promise.

Paul’s point hasn’t been that the law is bad, and that the promise was good.

The law is good but the promise is better.

The law points to a way to live, but it doesn’t point to eternal life.

For if a law had been given that could give life, then righteousness would indeed
be by the law.

That’s the drum I’ve been beating throughout this whole series in Galatians. If you could
be made righteous by the law, you wouldn’t need the promise and you wouldn’t need
the gospel.

But our righteousness is not by the law.

It’s from the one who fulfilled the law.

Verse 22:

22 But the Scripture imprisoned everything under sin, so that the promise by
faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe.

When Paul says the scripture, he’s most likely referring to the entire law of the Old
Testament.

Paul introducees a metaphor where he will compare being under the scripture - that is,
under the law - as imprisonment.

It’s a metaphorical prison because trying to live by the law and trying to live up to God’s
standard on our ow doesn’t bring freedom. It convicts us. It brings slavery. It puts us in
shackles.



Because we can’t follow it.

Application
But the sad thing is that so many stay imprisoned by the law, enslaved by the law.

The law is not the gospel. The law is meant to point us to the gospel.

But too many never get to that step. They get stuck in the toil of trying to earn God.
Even Christians, even people within the church get caught up in this rat race of feeling
like God’s love for them is based on them, is based on their performance, is based on
their goodness.

That is not the gospel.

It’s an unattainable goal. It’s an unwinnable race.

But for those who believe, we have the promise.

Verse 23:

23 Now before faith came, we were held captive under the law, imprisoned until
the coming faith would be revealed.

Verse 23 is a very similar idea to verse 22.

Paul is staying on this prison metaphor.

When  Paul says before faith came2, he’s reminding us that the law of the Old
Testament was always meant to be temporary.

Quoting Grant Osborne in his commentary on Galatians:
“Paul’s point is clear: Why would anyone want to remain in imprisonment when their
freedom from captivity and emancipation from slavery has arrived? When the prison
doors have been opened, no one in their right mind would want to continue stagnating
in a cell3!”

We come to our third point.

The law and the gospel
Verses 24:

3 Id, 111.

2 In verse 23 Paul emphasizes the temporary nature of the law’s confinement “before the coming of this faith.
Grant R. Osborne, Galatians: Verse by Verse, Osborne New Testament Commentaries (Bellingham, WA: Lexham
Press, 2017), 110.

https://ref.ly/logosres/vbv69ga?ref=Bible.Ga3.22-23&off=3072&ctx=re+given+it+by+God.%0a~In+verse+23+Paul+emp


24 So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be
justified by faith.

Paul uses another illustration.

In the last couple of verses, Paul compared the law to being imprisoned.

Illustration - guardian
Here, Paul says the law was our guardian.

For a little bit of historical context of what that would have meant to Paul’s first century
audience.

At this period of Roman history, some wealthy families would have a person - typically it
was a slave - who would essentially be like a private tutor or chaperone for their kids.

They would teach them, they’d provide moral guidance, and also protection for the
child4.

Now of the two metaphors Paul has used: prison and a guardian.

Prison is undoubtedly bad. It’s negative. There are no good connotations to
imprisonment.

The guardian served a good purpose.

Tim Keller is helpful on this idea. It’s important to see that there’s a positive and
negative way we can view the law.

I’ve tended to focus on the negative.

It is like prison in how it points us to our condemnation and guilt.

But it’s also our teacher.

A teacher is helping to prepare his or her student to be a productive and educated adult.

The law prepared us for the coming of Christ.

When a child was under the authority of the chaperone, they didn’t have total freedom
then either.

4 Frank Thielman, “Galatians,” in Romans–Galatians, ed. Iain M. Duguid, James M. Hamilton Jr., and Jay Sklar, vol.
X, ESV Expository Commentary (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2020), 616.

https://ref.ly/logosres/esvexpcom66ro?ref=Bible.Ga3.23-25&off=8&ctx=d+measure.%E2%80%9D%0a3:23%E2%80%9325+~Paul+repeats+the+poi


But it was preparing them for a time when they would.

the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by
faith.

The reason why Jesus came was to bring salvation.

Paul takes us back to that central theme of this book of Galatians. Justification by faith.
And that fits here because Paul has been talking about the law.

We are guilty of our transgression.

But the justification Jesus brings puts us into right standing before God.

Instead of our sins against the law being held against us, when we have faith in Christ,
the Lord looks not at what we have done but to what Christ has done as if it was our
own righteousness.

Verse 25:

25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian

We are no longer called upon to follow the law.

Conclusion
I’ll close with this.

So then how are we supposed to live?

There are so many avenues people pursue in trying to think they can buy their own
ticket to heaven.

The problem of sin is that no matter how good we are, we can’t atone for our own sins.

As I’ve said throughout our time, one of the purposes of the law is to point us to our sin
and draw us to the gospel.

So what do we do with the law after we come to faith in Christ?

Meditation God’s Law
In the Old Testament, the law can be broadly grouped into three categories.



Ceremonial laws are related to things like sacrifices, the priesthood, the temple.

Important laws. But they’re fulfilled in Christ who is the ultimate sacrifice, the great high
priest, and the true temple. That’s why we don’t need to follow those laws any longer.

They also had civil laws which related to life for Israel as a sovereign nation. We do not
live as a covenant nation within a territory.

But then you have the moral law. Love God, love your neighbor. Honor your parents.
Don’t lie, cheat, steal, kill. And others. A lot of Old Testament commands are restated in
the New Testament.

So while the law cannot save, God’s desire for us to live for him did not stop at the
cross.

I return to where we were in the beginning. When I was talking about our civil laws that
we have.

They’re good.

They’re good to follow.

But you know that following them won’t help you live forever.

With God’s law, it’s better than our civil laws. Because God’s law is perfect.

But just know that it doesn’t replace the gospel. It doesn’t replace grace.

God does desire for us to follow those things. Not so he can love us. But because it is
honoring to God and because it’s living a life in wisdom and according to his truth.

God does will that we follow his ways.

I think of my son. I love that kid so much. And I try to raise him with certain values that
matter to Kari and I.

There’s nothing he could do that would ever make us love him less. If you have kids,
you know that’s true. You love them unconditionally.

But just because I’ll love him no matter what doesn’t mean I’d be happy if he went out of
his way to be as bad as he possibly could. Thinking “what difference does it make,
they’ll still love me.”

It’s good to follow what God has commanded of us. It matters that we do.



But it’s not the reason why God will love you and it won’t be the reason a person goes
to heaven.

The only works that save you are the works of Christ.

The Old Testament law pointed us to our need for the gospel.

The things which the New Testament commands should do the same. It should remind
us that we aren’t perfect, that we don’t live up, and that we need the grace that only a
savior who could follow the law is able to give.

And so may we live lives to God’s glory. When the scriptures reveal to us areas where
we aren’t following God, may we repent and turn to God. And for the areas we already
know about, let us strive to abide by them. Not so we can be forgiven, but because it’s
good, because it’s the will of a good God who loves us.


