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Led by the Spirit
"For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God." (Romans
8:14)
"But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He will
teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you."
(John 14:26)
“I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. But when
He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not
speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will
disclose to you what is to come." (John 16:12-13)
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Introduction
A primary goal of this essay is to present the concept of being "led by the
Spirit"1 in the way I believe Jesus presented it to His disciples and apostles.2

What Jesus promised in the Gospels regarding the leading of the Spirit can
be seen to be fulfilled in the Book of Acts. Primarily, we will be looking into
the life and ministry of Paul with a view to how we can also be “led by the
Spirit” today.

1
2

Romans 8:14
John 14:26; 16:12-13
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A Season of Spiritual Transition
A Brief Historical Survey based on the Book of Acts3
An investigation of the Book of Acts will clearly show that the worship of the
Early Church was primarily influenced by Jewish custom and tradition based
in the Old Covenant. Yet, it is commonly held that the Early Church was
very much “led by the Spirit”. Can we make the assumption, then, that the
Early Church was “led by the Spirit” to continue to worship under the

shadow of the Old Covenant? That hardly sounds conceivable, does it. Yet,
what the Holy Spirit inspired Luke to record in the Book of Acts regarding
this, apparently contradicts what He inspired the apostle Paul to write in his
epistles with regards to his strong warnings against "mixing" the Old and
New Covenants – "law and grace" – "works and faith" – "flesh and spirit",
etc. But, we see that the same Paul who wrote these things also continued
to practice these Jewish customs and traditions! How are we to reconcile
this apparent contradiction? As I mentioned in the previous essay, I believe
there are two keys to the clarification of this apparent contradiction: Firstly,
to see the historical context. Secondly, to perceive “the leading of the Spirit”
in that historical context.

In the Book of Acts, Luke records what was a period of spiritual transition for
the apostles and disciples of Jesus. The more one reflects on it, the more
3

Specifically, 33 A.D., the Ascension of Christ & the Feast of Pentecost, to 64 A.D., the year the apostle Paul is
believed to have been martyred.
6
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astounding it appears! This transition is from the Old Covenant to the New
Covenant. The New Covenant had been inaugurated with Jesus' death.4 But

how much understanding of the New Covenant did the Church actually have
during the first few decades of her history?
At Pentecost, 50 days after Jesus ascended, the apostles received the
promised gift of the Holy Spirit enabling them to receive spiritual revelation.5
Reading the early preaching of Peter and Stephen, one can see that now
they understood, from the Old Testament scriptures, that Jesus of Nazareth
was, in fact, the Christ of the Covenant.6 But the purpose of this essay is to
point out that it took decades, involving crisis experiences with the Holy
Spirit, for the apostles and disciples to receive further revelation regarding
the New Covenant. This process of receiving increased spiritual revelation

is what it means to be "led by the Spirit".7
Their increased spiritual revelation had to do with understanding given the
Spirit "… that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body,
and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel."8

An immediate consequence of the gospel going to the Gentiles was the
emergence of the issue of Church and Culture - specifically, Gentiles
4

Hebrews 9:16-18
Cf. 1 Corinthians 2:10-16
6
Cf. Acts 2:14-36; 3:11-26; Acts 7
7
Romans 8:14
8
Cf. Ephesians 3:1-6; Colossians 1:25-27
5
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adopting Jewish religious customs and traditions. Initially, there was, of
course, the issue of circumcision – “Do Gentiles need to be circumcised in
order to be followers of Messiah?” But, the Jewish cultural issues were by
no means limited to circumcision.
However, circumcision was certainly an issue for the "Judaizers"9, who were
also referred to as "the party of the circumcision"10, or "certain men from
James"11. As I said, the fundamental issue was whether or not Gentile
converts to Christ needed to be circumcised. This was an issue because,
initially, Christianity, or "the Way"12 or "the sect of the Nazarenes",13 as it
was called, was considered to be a particular sect of the Jewish religion. To

be a Christian was to be a certain type of Jew – that is, a Jew who believed
the Messiah had indeed come. And to be a Jew one needed to be
circumcised.
The issue of circumcision was supposedly settled at the first church
conference in Jerusalem,14 but was also addressed in no uncertain terms in
the epistles and teachings of the apostle Paul: Namely, circumcision would

9

Jewish Christians who taught that Christians – both Jews and Gentiles – must live according to Jewish
customs, including circumcision. (Galatians 2:14)
10
Cf. Acts 15:1, 5; 21:20-21; Galatians 2:12; Philippians 3:2, Titus 1:10
11
Galatians 2:12
12
Acts 9:2
13
Acts 24:5, 12
14
Acts 15
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not be required for Gentile converts to Christ,15 because it was determined
that circumcision meant nothing in the New Covenant.16
The other Jewish cultural issues I am referring to, in addition to
circumcision, are the many Jewish religious customs and traditions which

were cultural carry overs into the Early Christian Church. These were
customs and traditions which had to do with sacralized places, times and

activities. By "sacralized" I mean: The setting apart, dedicating and
consecrating of places, times and activities by separating them from the
believer’s everyday life and placing them in a special religious category.

Citing these sacralizations, and their association with "the elementary
principles of the world", is the primary theme of this series of essays.17
In the Early Church, this sacralization mainly took the form of various
religious customs and traditions which were deeply-rooted in the Jewish
culture. These customs and traditions were both part of the Mosaic Law,

but also man-made additions which could be identified as what Jesus
referred to as the "traditions" of the elders, Scribes and Pharisees.18

15

e.g. Galatians 5:2, 6
Galatians 6:15; Cf. 5:2-6
17
For excellent background reading on the concept of “sacralization” I would highly recommend: “The
Reformers Stepchildren” and “The Making of a Hybrid” by Leonard Verduin; “The Humiliation of the Word”
by Jacques Ellul; and the following essays by Dennis McCallum published on the Xenos Christian Fellowship
website (www.Xenos.org > “Resources” > “Essays”: “Objectification of Religion”, “Formalism: What It Is and
Why Not”; as well as “Paul’s Usage of ta stoicheia tou kosmou” by Gary Lashmutts.
18
Matthew 15:6; Mark 7:13
9
16
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Even the apostle Paul had "traditions" which he passed on to churches: He
told the Philippian church to both "observe those who walk according to the
pattern you have in us" and "… join in following my example".19 And here,

the Greek scholar, Marvin R. Vincent, clarified Paul’s meaning: "Not
imitators of Christ in common with me, but be together, jointly, imitators of
me."20 Also, Paul exhorted the Corinthian church to "be imitators of me",

and also commended the church because it "held firmly to the traditions just
as I delivered them to you".21 And here, the Greek scholar, James Strong,
specifies that the word refers to "Jewish traditionary laws". The apostle Paul
said the exact same things to the Thessalonians.22

One of the main points I hope to make through these essays is that, while
the specifically Jewish customs and traditions eventually disappeared from
the Gentile church23, OTHER sacralized places, times and activities have
been implemented in the Church – even during the first century, as well as,

in subsequent centuries of church history. And this sacralization still exists
in the visible Church24 today.
19

Philippians 3:17, Greek: tupos, Strong's # 5179; and Greek: summimetes, Strong's # 4831.
Vincent's New Testament Word Studies
21
1 Corinthians 4:16; 11:1, Greek: mimetes, Strong's # 3402; and 1 Corinthians 11:2, Greek: paradosis, Strong's
#3862.
22
1 Thessalonians 1:6 and 2 Thessalonians 2:15.
23
That took about 300 years! The decision of the first church conference in Jerusalem in 48 or 49 A.D. (Acts
15) regarding Gentile converts to Christ not needing to be circumcised, and Roman destruction of the temple in
Jerusalem in 70 A.D., were definitely benchmarks; but most biblical scholars and historians agree that it wasn't
until Constantine's "Letter to the Churches" in 325 A.D. that the separation of Christianity from Judaism was
made distinct and definite in order to establish Christianity as the state religion of the Roman Empire by making
it more accommodating to the pagan "mystery religions".
24
Concerning the term, "visible church": I believe the perfection of the Church exists now in the spirit. (1
Corinthians 12:27) It is God's purpose and our calling to manifest that perfection in the visible Church. But the
10
20
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Growing Beyond
"The Elementary Principles of the World"
Both from the Book of Acts and the Letter to the Galatians we can see how
the apostles (primarily Paul, but also Peter), ALTHOUGH NOT ARRIVING
AT PERFECTION, were "led by the Spirit"25:
Ø From seeing oneself in Adam to seeing oneself in Christ
Ø From the law of Moses to the law of Spirit of life in Christ Jesus
Ø From being Jewish or being Gentile to being "in Christ"
Ø From culture to spirit
Ø From sacralized activities to "The Fellowship of the Spirit"
Let's do a brief survey the Books of Acts26, to see how the apostle Paul was
"led by the Spirit" in this season of spiritual transition – out from the

shadows of the Old Covenant, and into the light of the New Covenant. We

must keep in mind, however, that although the apostles gained revelation
from the Spirit of Truth through crises experiences, and they BEGAN to
implement the truths they were seeing as they walked in obedience –
neither in their personal lives nor in the life of the first century church, was
the New Covenant fully manifested. THAT FULNESS, in fact, still lies before

us!
visible Church in this age contains "wheat and tares" - many imperfections. What now exists in the spirit will
not be fully manifest until the coming age. Cf. 1 Peter 2:5; Hebrews 12:22-24.
25
Romans 8:14; John 14:26; 16:12-13
26
For a chronology of Acts, Paul's missionary journeys and Paul's epistles, I am drawing from 1) "A
Chronology of Paul" from "Dictionary of Paul and His Letters" (IVP), 2) The ESV Study Bible (Crossway
Bibles), 3) "The Pauline Epistles" by J. Hampton Keathley III (Bible.org). See Appendix I.
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Pentecost
In 33 A.D., 50 days after the Lord ascended, Peter and the disciples
received the gift of the Holy Spirit enabling them to receive spiritual
revelation. That same year, because of Saul's persecution of the Christians

in Jerusalem, Philip (along with others) fled to Samaria. There, Philip
preached the gospel to the Samaritans. Then, Peter and John went down to
Samaria from Jerusalem and prayed for the Samaritans to receive the Holy
Spirit. The Samaritans were "half-breeds" – half-Jews, as it were.27 It is a
well-known fact that "the Jews had no dealings with the Samaritans".28
Jesus, of course had met with a Samaritan woman at the well, but as far as
recorded history shows, this Jewish-Samaritan interaction was a first-time

experience for the Church after Pentecost.
And after this, Philip was directed by the Holy Spirit to bring the gospel to an
Ethiopian Eunuch – the treasurer of Candace, Queen of Ethiopia. Luke tells
us the man was returning from having worshipped in Jerusalem. But Luke
does not tell us if he was a proselyte to Judaism or a God-fearing Gentile.
He was almost definitely not a Jew because eunuchs were not allowed to
"enter the assembly of the Lord".29 So, he was most likely the first Gentile

27

Assyrians who were relocated to Israel inter-married with the lower-class Jews who were not carried away
into captivity. 2 Kings 17:24
28
John 4:9
29
Deuteronomy 23:1
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convert to Christ.30 In any case, Philip's ministry, both in Samaria and to the
Ethiopian Eunuch, was the first fulfillment of the Lord's command in Acts 1:8
– that is, that the gospel was to go beyond Jerusalem and Judea to Samaria
and the remotest parts of the earth.
In 34 A.D., Paul met the Spirit of Christ on the road to Damascus and was
commissioned by the Lord to bring the gospel to the Gentiles.31 Paul spent
three years in Arabia being taught by the Spirit in the Old Testament
scriptures.32 For example, all of his revelation of the gospel – the death,
burial and resurrection of the Christ - which he gives in 1 Corinthians 15:1-4,
was gleaned from Old Testament scriptures. (viz. The only scriptures there
were at the time.) After his season in Arabia, in 37 A.D., Paul met with Peter
in Jerusalem for affirmation that his understanding of the gospel was in
agreement with Peter's.33

30

But it was Cornelius, a Gentile God-fearer in Caesarea (Acts 10), and not this Ethiopian Eunuch, whom was
cited at the first church conference as an example when the apostles were discussing Gentiles coming to faith in
Christ. (Acts 15) It may be that this Ethiopian Eunuch wasn't cited simply because Philip wasn't present or
wasn't given voice at that church conference.
31
Acts 9; Galatians 1:15-16
32
Acts 9:19-22; 26:20; Galatians 1:16-18
33
Acts 9:26-30; Galatians 1:18
13
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Peter & Paul
In 38 A.D., Peter also received a spiritual vision which he did not
understand – namely, that God now considered the Gentiles as having been
"cleansed". When directed by the Holy Spirit, he obediently went to
Cornelius, a Gentile God-fearer in Caesarea, but didn't understand why the
Lord would send him to Gentiles. As he was preaching the gospel of Jesus
as the Jewish Messiah to these Gentiles, the Holy Spirit baptized the
Gentiles just as He had baptized the Jewish disciples on the Day of
Pentecost. Peter saw it happen but didn’t understand why God would give
His Spirit to Gentiles.34 This too, was a “first” for the Early Church.
In 48 A.D., Paul visited Jerusalem again.35 Paul’s purpose for the visit
should be noted: "I went up because of a revelation and set before them
(though privately before those who seemed influential) the gospel that I
proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure I was not running or had
not run in vain."36 He went "because of a revelation". I think the conventional
interpretation of this is that Jesus appeared to Paul and told him to go to
Jerusalem. This could be. But "the revelation" also could be understood to
be "the gospel I proclaim among Gentiles". Paul received his gospel "by

revelation from Jesus Christ."37
34

Acts 10
Galatians 2:1-2
36
Galatians 2:2 EVS
37
Galatians 1:11-12
35
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Paul was concerned because the message coming out of Jerusalem –
specifically from "certain men from James"38 - was a "different gospel".39 It
required circumcision and following Jewish religious customs and traditions.
This message was running contrary to "the revelation" Paul was sharing.40
So, he went to Jerusalem to see if he could straighten out things with the
apostles. I would not say that things were totally "straightened out". But, one
outcome was that James, Peter and John recognized Paul as an apostle to
the Gentiles.41 The idea of someone being sent to a people group which
was not Jewish, was a novel idea for the Early Church.42

38

Galatians 2:12
Galatians 1:6-9
40
Ephesians 3:6-7; Colossians 1:26-27
41
Acts 11:27-30; Galatians 2:1-10
42
Even Jesus was “only sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”. Matthew 15:24
39
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1st Missionary Journey
That same year, Paul embarked on his 1st missionary journey with Barnabas
from Antioch.43 But, although he did preach the gospel to Gentiles,44 we see
that Paul was still focused on bringing the gospel to the Jews in
synagogues.45 When he experienced rejection from the Jews, he said he
would "turn to the Gentiles".46 But, he, in fact, still continued to preach to

Jews in synagogues!47 Can you see the "stretching" process required when
being "led by the Spirit"? The apostles neither understood everything, nor
were transformed immediately at Pentecost. Their own personal
transformation took decades!

It was probably at this time that Peter visited Antioch.48 I believe he had
journeyed there to hear what Paul had to report about his ministry among
the Gentiles.49 According to what Paul wrote in Galatians 2:11-14, while
there in Antioch, Peter would sit at table with the Gentile believers. But with
43

Acts 13:4-14, 26
Acts 14:8-21, 27
45
Acts 13:5-6, 14-16, 43
46
Acts 13:46-48
47
Acts 14:1
48
48 or 49 A.D. It is also possible that Peter had gone to Antioch before this and was there when Paul and
Barnabas were sent out to the Gentiles. (Acts 13:1-3). But, if that were the case, it seems Peter's name would
have been listed with the others of note in v. 1. But most recent historical research places Peter in Antioch
sometime after Paul returned from his 2nd mission (Acts 14:26-28) and before the Jerusalem conference. (Acts
15)
49
It is also possible that Peter had gone to Antioch before this and was there when Paul and Barnabas were sent
out to the Gentiles. (Acts 13:1-3). But, if that were the case, it seems Peter's name would have been listed with
the others of note in v. 1. But most recent historical research places Peter in Antioch sometime after Paul
returned from his 2nd mission (Acts 14:26-28) and before the Jerusalem conference. (Acts 15)
16
44
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"the coming of certain men from James” (from Jerusalem)50, Peter
separated himself from the Gentiles, and ate with the Jewish believers. This

was the Jewish custom regarding those considered "unclean" for table
fellowship. Taking Peter's lead, Barnabas and the other Jewish believers
followed suit. Paul rebuked Peter in public for his hypocrisy, saying: "If you,
being a Jew, live like the Gentiles, and not like Jews, how is it that you
compel Gentiles to live like Jews?" This is very interesting! It reveals that
when among Gentiles, Peter did not keep all the Jewish customs. Of
course, when the "certain men from James" came around, he did go back to
the Jewish customs in order to look good in their eyes; and Paul tells us that
Barnabas and the other Jewish Christians followed suit.51
From this passage and other scripture references we can see that "culture"
– i.e. "living as Jews" or "living as Gentiles" was an issue for the first century
church – as it has been throughout all church history and also today.

These same religious-cultural issues came to a head with the question of
whether or not Gentile converts to Christ needed to be circumcised. It was
in 49 A.D. that the Church held its first conference in Jerusalem to address
the dictates of the Judaizers. The decision regarding Gentile converts to
Christ was:
" … that they abstain from things contaminated by idols, and
from fornication, and from what is strangled, and from blood. For Moses from
50
51

Acts 15:1-2 The Judaizers, "the party of the circumcision".
Galatians 3:13
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ancient generations has in every city those who preach him, since he is read in
the synagogues every Sabbath."52
Please notice that the Gentiles were not told that they SHOULD NOT be
circumcised. They were simply NOT REQUIRED to be circumcised.53 Again,
the Gentiles were not told they SHOULD NOT live according to Jewish
customs and traditions. They were simply told that, except for 4 things, they
were NOT REQUIRED to live according to Jewish customs and traditions.

But, they most certainly could live according to Jewish customs and
traditions, if they desired to. And James felt assured that the Gentiles would
be made well aware of those Jewish customs and traditions, because
"Moses was read in every synagogue in every city". In other words, the
Jewish Christians were announcing to the Gentile Christians: "You are not
required to, but if you desire to, feel free to continue to worship in the
shadow of the Old Covenant!"

52
53

Acts 15:20-21 & 28-29
Up to that point, Gentile proselytes, not the "God-fearers" but the full proselytes, WERE circumcised.
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2nd Missionary Journey
In 49 or 50 A.D., Paul left Antioch on a 2nd missionary journey with Silas to
Corinth.54 In Lystra, Paul "picked up" Timothy, and had him circumcised.
Why? "Because of the Jews who were in those parts".55 Paul was obviously

still focused on the Jews and living according to their customs and
traditions. Yet, he continued to see Gentiles coming to faith in Christ –
Gentiles like Lydia, a "God-fearer", and the Philippian jailer and his
household.56
Following his heart and his love for his "kinsmen according to the flesh"57,

Paul continued to reach out into synagogues, winning Jews to Christ.58 But,
at the same time, he also desired to obey the call of God on his life as "an
apostle to the Gentiles" and continued to preach Christ to "God-fearers" and
other Gentiles.59 Even in Athens, where he preached to the Gentile
philosophers at Areopagus60, he also went into the synagogue.61 Paul was
now convinced that the gospel was for both the Jew and the Gentile62, but

he himself, in his personal life, did not stop living according to his Jewish
customs and traditions.
54

Acts 15:36-18:22
Acts 16:3
56
Acts 16
57
Romans 9:1-3
58
Acts 17:1-3, 10-11
59
Acts 17:4, 12
60
Followers of the Greek philosophers, Epicurus and Zeno.
61
Acts 17:17-34
62
Romans 1:16
55
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In Acts 18, we see Paul continuing to preach to Jews and "God-fearers" in

the synagogue in Corinth every Sabbath.63 "But when they resisted and
blasphemed, he shook out his garments and said to them,
'Your blood be on your own heads! I am clean. From now on I will go to the
Gentiles.'”64 This was a definite change in attitude. And, we also see a

significant change in his ministry focus – namely, from Jew to Gentile.65 Yet

he continued to live according to Jewish customs, like keeping a vow by
shearing his hair!66 AND – in spite of what he had said,67 he still continued

to reach out to Jews in a synagogue!68 Again, can you see the “stretching
process” involved in being “led by the Spirit”?

63

Acts 18:4-5
Acts 18:6
65
Acts 18:7-11
66
Acts 18:18. Probably a personal vow of Thanksgiving, not a Nazarite vow, which would have required a
sacrifice at the temple in Jerusalem. (Numbers 6)
67
Cf. Acts 18:6
68
Cf. Acts 18:19-21
64
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3rd Missionary Journey
On his 3rd missionary journey in 54 A.D., Paul ministered again in a
synagogue – this time for 3 months in Ephesus!69 But this time, in response
to Jewish resistance to the gospel, we see a significant change in the locus
of Paul's ministry – namely, from synagogue to other places which were not
"designated" for worship or religious activities – places like houses and

public places like "the School of Tyrannus".70
In Acts 20:6, the fact that Luke mentions "the feast of Unleavened Bread",
which immediately follows Passover, seems to indicate that Paul and his

companions observed the feasts.71

69

Acts 19:8
Acts 19:9, 20:8 & 28:30; Cf. 18:7
71
As a temporary “aside” which will have significance later in these essays: In Acts 20:7, "breaking of bread"
on "the first day of the week" is mentioned. According to Jewish chronology, this "Sunday" actually began at
sundown on Saturday night when the Sabbath ended. But, there was no such Jewish custom of breaking bread
on the first day of the week. In the Jewish culture, the term, "breaking of bread", merely applies to any meal. So,
IF this was a custom, it was a “Christian” custom, and not a Jewish custom. But, the fact that this was practiced
only in Ephesus71 – possibly only that one time, because Paul was visiting – in no way establishes this as a
universal Christian custom or tradition. Also: 1 Corinthians 16:2 does NOT mention a "collection" being taken
on the first day of the week in a church gathering at Corinth. Greek scholars Vincent and Robertson both give
quite a different picture, rendering the phrase: "Lay by him in store (παῤ ἑαυτῷ τιθέτω θησαυρίζων)
Lit., put by himself treasuring. Put by at home." (Vincent's Word Studies); and, "Lay by him in store (par'
heautōi tithetō thēsaurizōn). By himself, in his home. Treasuring it (cf. Matthew 6:19 for thēsaurizō).
(Robertson's Word Pictures) This was not a Christian custom or tradition at church gatherings.
21
70
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Appointment in Jerusalem
Acts 20:16 tells us that Paul wanted to arrive in Jerusalem in time for the

feast of Pentecost. A little later in Acts 24:11, he explained to Felix that the
reason he journeyed to Jerusalem was "to worship". Taking into
consideration that he was in front of Felix to defend himself and wanting to
make the case that the accusations against him as “stirring up dissension
among the Jews” and “desecrating the temple”72 were false73, we can
possibly understand why he would make this his stated purpose for going to
Jerusalem. But, it was certainly not his only purpose for going to Jerusalem.
I say this because, he told the elders of Ephesus that "he was bound in the
spirit, I am on my way to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me
there , except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city that
bonds and afflictions await me."74 I am more inclined to believe that Paul
figured, "Whatever God has planned in Jerusalem, I want it to play to the
largest audience possible, so I'll be sure to be there on the feast of
Pentecost." Indeed, Paul was ready to die in Jerusalem. And during this, his
3rd missionary journey, he was clearly saying farewell to the churches in
each place, as he knew he would never see them again.75 No, I'm not

absolutely convinced Paul really desired to go to Jerusalem for the purpose
of worshipping at the feast of Pentecost. He knew he was continuing to be
72

Acts 24:5-6
Acts 24:12-16
74
Acts 20:22-24; Cf. 21:4, 9-14
75
Acts 20:25-38
73
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led by the Spirit, but into what, he did not fully understand. Yet, he "was not

disobedient to the heavenly vision."76
Acts 21-26 relate what happened when Paul arrived in Jerusalem: After
Paul had been warmly received by James and the elders, and Paul had
shared with them about what the Holy Spirit had done among the Gentiles,
what they say to Paul in reply tells us much about the early Christian
church, the Jewish leadership, the Jewish Christians, as well as about Paul
and his ministry: "They (James and the elders of Jerusalem) said to him
(Paul): You see, brother, how many thousands there are among the Jews of
those who have believed, and they are all zealous for the Law; 21 and they
have been told about you, that you are teaching all the Jews who are

among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, telling them not to circumcise their
children nor to walk according to the customs."77
There is plenty of evidence recorded in the Book of Acts, as well as in
theological and historical articles,78 that the early Jewish Christians were, in
fact, "zealous for the Law". That is a well-supported fact, and in itself is
sufficient for an alternative to the traditional perspective of the Early Church.
But, there are various schools of thought regarding the statement that Paul
76

Acts 26:19
Acts 21:20-21
78
Just one example: There are two articles which are very concise, complete and convincing written by Ron
Ammundsen – "When Did the Disciples of Jesus Stop Observing the Old Testament Laws" and "How the
Apostles were Expelled from Christianity" (which includes "secular" historical material from "The Decline and
Fall of the Roman Empire" by Edward Gibbon). I agree with Ammundsen's historical facts, but do not
necessarily agree with his conclusions.
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was "teaching all the Jews who are among the Gentiles to forsake Moses,

telling them not to circumcise their children nor to walk according to the
customs". Was this true? Or was it a false accusation? Interestingly, Paul
did not actually say if it was true or false.
In Acts 21:17-29, we read that James and the elders in Jerusalem told Paul
that in order to prove to the Jews that he was not teaching against
circumcision and the Old Covenant customs and traditions, he would need
to take a vow which involved shaving his head,79 purify himself for seven

days, and pay for a sacrifice to be offered in the temple – not only for
himself, but also for four other men. And this he did, although he never got
to the offering part, as a riot broke out and he was arrested. This was an out
and out political ploy on the part of the leadership of the church in
Jerusalem – and Paul went along with it! Why? We must consider plausible
explanations for what clearly looks like hypocrisy.
This is the question: Why did Paul practice the "elementary principles of the
world" in his personal life and public ministry from Acts 8 through 21, yet
write so strongly against them in Galatians, 2 Corinthians, Romans,
Philippians and Colossians? In my perspective, this issue came to a crisis
point when Paul arrived and was arrested in Jerusalem.

79

The Nazarite vow (Numbers 6).
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Regarding the idea that Paul was “teaching all the Jews to forsake Moses…

and not to walk according to the customs": Some scholars try to prove this
to be a false accusation. Others say that it was a true statement. And some
of those in the latter group even go so far as to say that Paul was the
originator of "Anti-Semitism". It seems to me that one would have to
misinterpret Paul's writings, and totally ignore passages like Romans 9-11,
in order to perceive Paul as an Anti-Semite. But never-the-less, I think it is
quite possible that Paul, in fact, WAS NOT "teaching all the Jews who are

among the Gentiles to forsake Moses, telling them not to circumcise their
children nor to walk according to the customs." That is, he had NOT YET
done so - not through his life and ministry, nor through his epistles.80 But, as
I said, this issue had reached a crisis point, and I believe a turning point, in
which Paul would have a spiritual breakthrough resulting in very different

perspectives on the law which are found in his Letter to the Galatians, his
Letter to the Romans, his 2nd Letter to the Corinthians, his Letter to the
Philippians, and his Letter to the Colossians.
Notice that the accusation was that Paul was telling Jews to forsake Mosaic
circumcision and customs. As a Jew himself, Paul was actually practicing

those things; and I believe that – for a few decades81 - he perceived that to
80

According to my chronology, at this point, Paul had only written 1 & 2 Thessalonians (50/51 A.D.); 1
Corinthians (55 A.D.); 1 Timothy (55 A.D.); and possibly 2 Corinthians (56 A.D.) According to the Southern
Galatia theory, Paul wrote Galatians in 48 A.D. just prior to the church conference in Jerusalem (Acts 15); but I
favor the Northern Galatia theory supporting a later dating, with Galatians being written after 2 Corinthians and
before Romans (57 A.D.), approximately a year prior to the writing of Philippians and Colossians (58 A.D.).
81
Viz. 33 A.D. to circa 57 A.D. – approximately 24 years after Jesus ascended.
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be normal for all those who were Jews to “live like Jews”82 - even if they
were Christians. But, as he made clear to Peter, he thought it wrong –
contrary to the gospel – to tell Gentile Christians to “live like Jews”.
In other words, up to this point, Paul had looked on this as merely a “cultural

issue”. Specifically: Although salvation came only through faith in Christ –
not through works of the law – it was normal and fine for Jewish Christians

to practice the cultural and religious customs and traditions grounded in the
Old Covenant. But, Paul felt, these same customs and traditions did not
need to be enforced – in fact, would be spiritually harmful – if imposed upon
Gentile Christians. It was merely a “cultural issue”.
But, I have to say, if in fact, that was Paul’s thinking, I have a problem with
that reasoning: Are we to think that Gentile Christians would be susceptible
to substituting the works of the law for faith and grace; but that this would
not present a spiritual danger for Jewish Christians? That just doesn’t make
sense to me. But, then again, I’m not Paul. I’m not “circumcised the eighth
day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews;
as to the Law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to
the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless.”83 But, apparently,
that was how Paul thought for a few decades - from 33 to 57 A.D. – 24
years after Jesus ascended.

82
83

Galatians 2:14
Philippians 3:5-6
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“Becoming All Things to All Men”
The only scriptural explanation for Paul’s reasoning and practice of
maintaining the cultural and religious customs and traditions of the Old
Covenant for the Jewish Christians, but not for the Gentile Christians is this
which he stated in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23:
19 “
For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I
may win more. 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those
who are under law, as under law though not being myself under law, so that I might
win those who are under law; 21 to those who are without law, as without law,
though not being without the law of God but under the law of Christ, so that I might
win those who are without law. 22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the
weak; I have become all things to all men, so that I may by all means save some. 23 I
do all things for the sake of the gospel, so that I may become a fellow partaker of
it.”
Later, Paul also said,
“Give no offense either to Jews or Greeks or to the church of God; just as I also
please all men in all things, not seeking my own profit but the profit of the many, so
that they may be saved.”84
And this he spoke regarding eating meat that had been sacrificed to idols,
which was one of the four taboos the Jerusalem elders gave to Gentile
Christians.85 Paul said, one truly born of the Spirit is free to eat or not eat
meat sacrificed to idols. But one should do whatever would respect the
conscience of the person you are attempting to minister to: Eat the meat if

84
85

1 Corinthians 10:32-33
Acts 15:29
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the non-believer sets it before you; but don’t eat it if it will offend a nonbeliever.86
Firstly, I affirm the idea that because Paul was, in fact, “under the law of
Christ”, and had “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ” within, he was
spiritually enabled to be “as a Jew”, “as under law” or “as without law”, “as
weak”, “as all things to all men”, and “as pleasing all men in all things”
without spiritual harm to himself. Jesus of Nazareth did it. Paul did it. Those
who are truly born of the Spirit can do it. And I affirm Paul’s motivation to “do
all things for the sake of the gospel” in order to “by all (these) means save
some”. Paul was very serious about winning Jews to Christ87 and “diligent to
preserve the unity of the Spirit”88 - as we should be also.
For example, a legitimate witness could be: Attending a Shabbat service or
some Jewish holiday service at a synagogue with an acquaintance in order
to earn his trust, so that he might be receptive to your sharing your
testimony of faith in Christ, while you yourself remain free of legalistic
bondage. On the other hand, it would be an illegitimate witness to your
friend by becoming a member of a Zionist political movement to work
towards the rebuilding of the temple and the restoration of animal sacrifices
in Jerusalem. The first is saying, “I respect your culture.” The second is
saying, “We’re on the same team.”
86

Cf. 1 Corinthians 10:19-33
Romans 9:1-3
88
Ephesians 4:3
87
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Offending “The thousands
who are zealous for the Law”89
So, what did Paul mean when he said he “became all things to all men”? I’m
not absolutely certain. But I feel certain of this: He was saying something of
a radically (fundamentally) different nature to BOTH Gentile and Jewish
Christians when he wrote his letters to the Galatians, Colossians, Romans,
and Philippians.90 I want to stress that what he said in these letters, the Holy
Spirit did not intend for Gentile Christians only, but also for Jewish
Christians. What he said in these letters was NOT culture-oriented – it was
NOT dispensational, that is, it was NOT making a distinction between a
Jewish and a Gentile approach to spirituality. What he wrote in those
epistles was simply New Covenant – “a renewal in which there is no
distinction between Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised ….”91
(Please read the scripture references in this footnote.)
Do you remember what James said about the “thousands who were zealous
for the Law”? How do you think these Pauline statements sounded to
them?:
89

Acts 21:20
All these epistles were written to BOTH Gentile and Jewish Christians. Cf. Galatians 3:1-5, 23-25; Romans
2:17-24; 7:1, 4-6; Colossians 2:13-14. Hebrews, which may or may not have been written by Paul, was
obviously written to Jewish Christians; and makes the most complete distinction between law and New
Covenant. Cf. Hebrews 8:13
91
Colossians 3:11; Galatians 3:28; Romans 10:12; 1 Corinthians 12:13; Cf. Ephesians 2:14-18; 3:1-10
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Ø “Faith in Christ plus works of the law is a different gospel from the
gospel of Christ.92 If you preach that gospel, may you be accursed.”93
Ø “The law nullifies the grace of God and Christ’s death on the cross.”94
Ø “All you who rely on works of the law are under a curse.”95
Ø “If you live by the law, you are living like a slave.”96
Ø “All you who want to be justified by the law, are fallen from grace and
severed from Christ.”97
Does that sound like the Paul who “gives no offense either to Jews or to
Greeks, or to the church of God, and tries to please all men in all things”?98
Paul wrote very similar things in 2 Corinthians, Romans, Colossians, and
Philippians. But all of the above statements were taken solely from the
Letter to the Galatians.

92

Galatians 1:6-7
Galatians 1:8-9
94
Galatians 2:21
95
Galatians 3:10
96
Galatians 4:1-11, 21-31
97
Galatians 5:4
98
1 Corinthians 10:32-33
93
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Turning Point
When did Paul write these things?99 Specifically: Did Paul write these things

before or after living according to the law in public for 22 years,100
culminating in Jerusalem with his participating in a political ploy to please
the Jews by taking a vow, shaving his head, undergoing 7 days of
purification, and paying for a sacrifice to be offered in the temple? Did Paul
write those words before or after he spent 22 years contradicting them?
Some believe he wrote Galatians in 48 A.D. - 7 years before he arrived in
Jerusalem. Some others believe he wrote Galatians in 53 or 54 A.D. - 1 or 2
years before arriving in Jerusalem.101 A few, like myself, believe he wrote
Galatians shortly after he arrived in Jerusalem in 55 A.D. while in prison in
Caesarea, or in 58 A.D. while in prison in Rome – after coming to that

culminating crisis in Jerusalem.
I try to imagine myself in Paul’s place: For 22 years he was growing in his
understanding of the implications of the gospel - relating it to various issues
like Jewish and Gentile cultures and the Mosaic law, gaining more and more
revelation and understanding; and then having it culminate with that political
99

Please see Appendix I concerning chronology, and Appendix II concerning the dating of the Letter to the
Galatians.
100
33 – 55 A.D.
101
Placing the location of writing the Galatian letter in Ephesus or Greece, even with the later dating, still
makes Paul’s contradictory behavior in Jerusalem just as problematic. But, as with Peter’s betrayal of the Lord
(Luke 22:54-62), I suppose it is quite possible that Paul also could have acted in such a hypocritical way.
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ploy of the Jerusalem elders, going through that fiasco with the convicting
presence and instructing voice of the Holy Spirit through it all. I’m inclined
to believe that with the climax of his arrest in Jerusalem, there was a
breaking point – a turning point. Now, with increased knowledge, insight,

understanding, and wisdom – along with extended time for reflection which

prison afforded him, Paul started getting his thoughts crystalized “on
paper”102, so to speak, and wrote the bulk of his epistles – including 2
Corinthians, Galatians, Romans, Philippians, and Colossians103 – in which
we find truths specifically germane to New Covenant worship in spirit and

truth.
In Galatians and Colossians, he specifically writes of "the elementary

principles of the world", WHICH TAKE THE FORM OF THESE RELIGIOUS
AND CULTURAL CUSTOMS AND TRADITIONS. And from this point
onward Paul stops his personal practice of these things and warns BOTH
Jewish and Gentile against them. From about 56 or 57 A.D., Paul began to
demonstrate a New and Living Way - in both word and deed – namely, THE
NEW COVENANT which replaces the Old Covenant (now obsolete104) for
BOTH Jewish and Gentile Christians. So, it is not contradiction and
hypocrisy that we see in the life and ministry of Paul – rather, what we see is
being Led by the Spirit into spiritual growth and transformation.

102

i.e. His epistles.
Also, Ephesians and Philemon; and possibly, Hebrews.
104
Hebrews 8:13
103
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Spiritual Hurdles
Why did it take Paul more than two decades to see the operation of “the

elementary principles of the world” at work in the obsolete Old Covenant
customs and traditions? This is a bit of a “rhetorical question” in that only the

Holy Spirit is privy to the transformation process that needed to take place in
Paul’s heart and mind.105 But, I would like to point out some of the spiritual

issues or hurdles which Paul and the other apostles encountered and had to
“work their way through”:
Paul was a Jew. He referred to himself as “a Hebrew of Hebrews”.106 The
Jews were not waiting for Messiah to bring a NEW Covenant, but rather, a
RENEWED Covenant.107 This is what the apostles believed had happened:
The Messiah had come in Jesus of Nazareth. The Promise of the Father,
the Holy Spirit, was poured out in Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost. From
the Jewish perspective, God had “RENEWED” the covenant, just as the
prophets had prophesied.108 Now, the mission was to tell all of Israel the
good news. It was only after the Holy Spirit began to also fall on Gentiles,

105

1 Corinthians 2:11 & 15
Philippians 3:5
107
e.g. Peter’s message in Acts 2:14-36and Stephen’s message in Acts 7:2-53. This is certainly the “orthodox”
Jewish perspective, as stated in contemporary Jewish theology: Cf. “Covenant”, Jewish Encyclopedia,
www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/4714-covenant; and “Is Jeremiah’s ‘New Covenant’ a Prophecy Fulfilled
by the New Testament?” by Gerald Sigal, Jews for Judaism, https://jewsforjudaism.org/knowledge/articles/isjeremiahs-qnew-covenantq-jeremiah-3131-34-a-prophecy-fulfilled-by-the-new-testament/
108
Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:24-28; Isaiah 54:9-10, 13-14.
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that the apostles began to think about any of the issues related to the
Gentile converts to Christ.
To the Jews, God had already given the Law. Now He had also given the
Spirit. To the Gentiles, God was giving the Spirit; but did He also intend to

give them the Law to the Gentiles? That was the issue the apostles needed
to sort out for themselves. The Judaizers – “certain men from James”- said
“Yes, Gentiles also need to worship according to the letter of the Law.”
Personally, I have the impression that Peter, and more so, James, were
content with this perspective, since they were not called to the Gentiles as
Paul was, and they spent their time primarily in Jerusalem, immersed in the
Jewish culture. For them, to continue in the Old Covenant customs and
traditions was the “natural’ thing to do.
As we’ve seen in the Book of Acts, Paul, as a Jew, also continued in these
Jewish customs and traditions. But, at the same time, he opposed the
Judaizers, because he did not want to be like the scribes and Pharisees
Jesus condemned for putting unnecessary “heavy burdens” on people – in
this case the Gentile converts to Christ.109 Paul (and the other apostles) had
to work their way through religious-cultural issues. Did God have different
requirements for the different cultures? A kind of cultural
dispensationalism110? Maybe the Mosaic customs and traditions would still
109

Galatians 6:12-13; Cf. Matthew 23:1-4; Luke 11:46.
In the sense of one program of salvation for Jews and a different program for Gentiles. (I am NOT a
dispensationalist.)
110
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apply for Jewish Christians, but not necessarily for Gentile Christians? But
again, Paul eventually came to the conclusion that these things – religious
and cultural customs and traditions - in fact, violated the New Covenant.

Have you struggled with “hating the sin and loving the sinner”? Does it
sometimes seem almost impossible to “speak the truth in love”? Certainly,
these are things that can only be reconciled by The Spirit of Grace.
Manifesting these attributes of God, which seem to be contradictory, can
require a spiritual transformation process in which it can take some time to
learn how to be led by the Spirit as to how to present truth in love.
In a similar way, I see the apostle Paul in this kind of transformation process
the first two decades of his life and ministry in the Spirit of Christ. He
eventually came into a unity of seemingly contradictory aspects of New
Covenant life and ministry in the Spirit. And most likely because of his Godgiven calling and gifting to bring the gospel to the Gentiles, more so than
James and Peter, Paul was enabled to “see beyond” the letter of the law

into the faith and grace of the New Covenant.
As we discussed, Paul was also motivated to “pursue the things which make
for peace and the building up (not the tearing down) of one another” –
particularly between Jewish and Gentile Christians111 - “showing tolerance
for one another in love, being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in
111

Romans 14:19-20
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the bond of peace. (For) there is one Body and one Spirit”112. He saw that in
the New Covenant, Jesus made peace – making both the Jewish Christians
and Gentile Christians “one new man” by breaking down the barrier of the
dividing wall – the enmity - which is the law of commandments contained in
ordinances.”113 He declared, “There is neither Jew nor Greek … all are one
in Christ Jesus114 …. There is no distinction between Greek and Jew,
circumcised and uncircumcised … but Christ is all and in all.”115 Paul saw
the Body of Christ unified in the New Covenant. Thus, it was primarily Paul
who came to see that Christ, not culture, is the foundation of the Church.116

Paul exhorted the Church to not judge, to not place obstacles or stumbling
blocks, and to “accept the one who is weak in faith”.117 And who was “the
one weak in faith”? Those who still gravitated toward “the letter of the law”,
regulations regarding days, food and drink,118 which are examples of “the

elementary principles of the world”. Yet, at the same time, he condemned
these very things because they kept God’s people in bondage.119 To me,
what makes sense of this apparent contradiction is that Paul had to learn to

entrust God’s people to God’s Spirit120 – THAT is New Covenant ministry.121

112

Ephesians 4:2-4
Ephesians 2:11-16
114
Galatians 3:28
115
Colossians 3:11
116
See Appendix III.
117
Romans 14:1-18
118
Romans 14:5-6
119
Galatians 4:3, 9-10; Colossians 2:8, 16, 20-22
120
This does NOT “come naturally”.
121
Cf. 2 Corinthians 3
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We tend to focus on what people “should” or “should not” do according to
what is written in scripture. And then, after instructing them with what is
written in the scripture, we expect them to perform according to what is
written in scripture. But, we are expecting the impossible. Without also

nourishing intimate relationship with “the Spirit (who) gives life”, this
approach to ministry is merely “the letter (that) kills” – it is NOT New
Covenant ministry, it is ministry under the shadow of the Old Covenant.
Like Paul said: “For neither circumcision (doing the law) counts for anything,
nor uncircumcision (not doing the law), but a new creation. And as for all
who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel
of God.”122 Paul came to understand that God is Judge, and God looks on
the heart; and the spiritual progress of people is by faith, and the Holy Spirit
is able to minister His freedom and life to God’s people.123 But this usually

takes some time - just as it did with Paul.
Still, ultimately, God desires (and Paul desired) to see the Church free of
“the weak, worthless, and obsolete elementary principles of the world which
enslave God’s people”124. By the time of his imprisonments in Caesarea and

Rome, Paul had come to see these things as clearly something to be
accursed125, as they were the influence of “dogs, evil workers – the ‘false

122

Galatians 6:15-16 (ESV)
The whole of Romans 14.
124
Galatians 4:3, 9-10; Colossians 2:8, 16, 20-22; Cf. Hebrews 8:13
125
Galatians 1:8-9
123
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circumcision’”. And then, Paul was committed to building up the “true
circumcision” – “who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus
and put no confidence in the flesh”.126

126

Philippians 3:2-3
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Postscript
Christ & Culture127
The term “culture” can apply to many things. It can apply to ethnic people
groups, like “the European culture” or “the Latino culture”. The Google
corporation has its unique workplace “culture”. Motorcycle enthusiasts and
horse lovers each have their own unique “cultures” as well. And, the term
“culture” can also apply to various religious groups, like Evangelicals or
Charismatics, et. al. In fact, every religious group develops its own religious
“culture”, consisting of their customs and traditions - whether those customs
and traditions can be traced to Medieval Liturgy, the Protestant
Reformation, Early American Revival Meetings, TED Talks, or America’s
Got Talent.

Cultural customs and traditions - specifically religious ones - were issues
which the apostles were dealing with in the first century; but these issues
were not fully resolved. In fact, cultural and religious customs and traditions

have been prevailing issues for the Church throughout all its history. And,
for the most part, rather than being "addressed", these customs and
traditions have been "absorbed". The visible Church today is still "culture-

127

The subject matter of two important theological works: “Christ & Culture” by H. Richard Niebuhr and
“Christ and Culture Revisited” by D.A. Carson.
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bound" and needs to be set free of its sacral religious customs and
traditions in order to walk in the fullness of the New Covenant.128

In the broadest sense of the word, "culture" represents the totality of human
expression. As such, “culture” is the creation of Humanity. In the Biblical
Worldview, Humanity is “fallen”.129 Therefore “culture” is the creation of
fallen Humanity.
In one sense, “culture” is inescapable in this age – Being human, we all live
in one culture or another which is part of the world system130. But, in another
sense, those humans who are "born of God" - "born from above" – "born of
the Spirit"131 – "led by the Spirit"132 – God has called to go beyond "culture",
and to be witnesses in their fallen cultures - "letters to be read by all men"133
– "letters" which reveal the heavenly glory of New Covenant realities –
realities such as worship in spirit and truth. THAT is our calling.
Therefore, it stands to reason that the powers and principalities are opposed
to worship in spirit and truth, and intentionally use "the elementary principles

of the world" to attempt to inhibit such worship in the Church.

128

See Appendix III: “Concerning Culture”, an excerpt from “A Colony of Heaven”.
That is, generally speaking, Humanity is operating independent of and in rebellion to God.
130
The term, "world system", refers to human society and culture which is "fallen" – i.e. operating independent
of and in rebellion to God.
131
John 3:3-8
132
Romans 8:14; John 14:26; 16:12-13
133
2 Corinthians 3:2-3
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The astute reader may be thinking: "But many of the Jewish customs and
traditions of the Jewish culture were rooted in the Mosaic Law which was

given by God.” That is true. But God later made that Law "obsolete",
replacing it with a New Covenant.134 A primary point I have desired to make
in these essays is this: To insist on continuing in that which God has
discontinued, is both grievous to the Holy Spirit and inhibiting to the purpose
of God and people of God. After God has rendered that law "obsolete", and
people, being deceived by spiritual powers, continue to worship under the
shadow of the Old Covenant instead of the New Covenant, the result is that
they remain "in bondage to the elementary principles of the world"135 and
fall short of "the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus"136. As the apostle

Paul has done in his epistles, what I have said here implies a direct
connection between “the law” and “the elementary principles of the
world”.137

The following is an excerpt from my essay, "A Colony of Heaven":138
The ethnic issue in the first-century church largely revolved around Jew and
Gentile relations within the local congregations.139 The ways in which the Holy
134

Hebrews 8:13
Galatians 2:4; 4:3, 8-9; Cf. Colossians 2:8, 20 (ESV)
136
Romans 8:2
137
Galatians 4:3, 9; Colossians 2:8, 20
138
I would encourage you to read the entire essay. You can receive a complimentary copy by simply writing to
me at: AtChristsTable@gmail.com
139
e.g. “The synagogue of the Freedmen in Acts 6:9 contained all those who had been freed from slavery,
regardless of whether they were Jews, proselytes, or devout Gentiles. Likewise, with the Cyrenians, the
Alexandrians, and the Cilicians and Asians.” (Acts 13:5, 14:1, 17:1, 10 & 17, 18:4 & 19, and 19:8) Roger
Greenway, Ed., Discipling the City: Theological Reflections on Urban Ministry, (Grand Rapids: Baker Books,
1979) p. 154.
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Spirit led the apostles to address these situations give biblical principles for all
inter-ethnic relations in the Body of Christ – namely, a framework which is, in
reality, Christo-centric rather than ethno-centric.
I think we see this issue (and many others) addressed by the apostle Paul in
Philippians 3:3.
“… for we are the true circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and glory
in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh….”140
If we look at this verse in the context of Paul’s epistle, and consider what
Greek scholar, W.E. Vine, has to offer, this verse could very well be translated like
this:
“… those truly consecrated to God141, who serve and minister142 in the Spirit of
God and take pride in and boast in143 Christ Jesus, and are not persuaded by nor
have confidence in144 nationalities145”.146
Normally, we (myself included) have understood “confidence in the flesh” to
mean “confidence in our own human efforts and abilities”. I think this is a
legitimate interpretation and is part of what Paul is saying.147 But if we look at the
context – the next 2 verses148 - we see that he is specifically and definitely referring
to the possibility of his being persuaded by and putting confidence in his ethnic
roots and national background. Let’s look at his words:
“… although I myself might have confidence even in the flesh. If anyone else has
a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far more: circumcised the eighth day, of
the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the
Law, a Pharisee….”
He told the Philippians that “these things he had counted loss” (in some real
sense of the word) in order to “gain and know” Christ149 - he had to make a
choice between the two – he could not swear allegiance to both. Paul also told the
Colossians that he had to “lose” his ethnic/national distinctives in order to truly
140

NASB
Greek: peritome, Strong’s # 4061
142
Greek: latreuo, Strong’s # 3000
143
Greek: kaucamai, Strong’s # 2744
144
Greek: peiqo, Strong’s # 3982
145
Greek: sarx, Strong’s # 4561 Note contextual reference to nationality: Philippians 3:4-6
146
W.E. Vine, Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words
147
v. 5b-6, 9
148
Philippians 3:4-5
149
v. 7-11
141
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and completely “put on” Christ; so that “Christ is all”.150 He wrote essentially
the same things to the Romans151 and the Galatians.152 If we take Paul, the “apostle
to the Gentiles (nations), as our ministry model, we should endeavor to “become all
things to all people”153. But we must also bear in mind that Paul’s was a Christocentric ministry, which came across as “foolishness” and a “stumbling block”
to the surrounding cultures154. Indeed, the all-embracing principle of Paul’s
ministry was that which the Reformers later identified as Sola Christo – meaning
that we must not be persuaded by, have confidence in, boast in, or have pride in
anything above Christ.155
Thus, neither ethnicity nor diversity is the foundation of the New
Covenant Church – Christ is.156 And that is precisely why Christ was and

continues to be a “stone of stumbling and a rock of offense” to so many.157

150

Colossians 3:10-11
Romans 10:12
152
Galatians 3:28
153
I Corinthians 9:20-22 (NRSV)
154
I Corinthians 1:23
155
I Corinthians 1:31. Consider Paul’s quote from the Old Testament in context: Jeremiah 9:23-26. There is a
definite connection between Jeremiah’s reference to the “circumcised/uncircumcised” i.e. Jew/Gentile and the
culture-bound / ethno-centric situations Paul was addressing in the churches in Rome, Corinth, Galatia, Philippi
and Colossae.
156
I Corinthians 3:10-11
157
Romans 9:32-33, 11:9
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Appendix – I
A Chronology of Paul's Ministry & Epistles158
A.D. DATE EVENT

SCRIPTURE

33

Saul/Paul's conversion
Traveled: Damascus-Arabia-Damascus

36

1st visit to Jerusalem
Traveled: - Caesarea-Syria & Cicilia-Antioch

46

Came to Antioch
2nd visit to Jerusalem (Famine Visit)
Returned to Antioch

48-Spring

(Acts 9:26-11:29; Galatians 1:18)

(Acts 11:26-12:25)

1st Missionary Journey
Traveled: Antioch-Seleucia-Cyprus-PamphyliaGalatia (Derbe)Pamphylia-Cyprus-SeluciaAntioch of Pisidia & Antioch of Syri

48/49-Winter Jerusalem church conference
Returned to Antioch
49-Spring

(Acts 9 -12)
(Acts 9:1-25; Galatians 1:17)

(Acts 13:2-14:28)
(Acts 15:1-35; Galatians 2:1-14)

2nd Missionary Journey
Traveled: Antioch-Syria & Cilicia
Derbe-Lystra-Phrygia & Galatia-TroasMacedonia-Philippi-Samothtace-NeopolisAmphipolis-Thessalonica-Berea-Athens-

(Acts 15:36-17:14)

158

After reviewing many scholarly chronologies, I decided to construct a chronology based primarily on Dennis
McCallum’s “Chronological Study of Paul’s Ministry” (www.Xenos.org ), which incorporates the Delphi
Inscription dating for Gallio. The dating of Gallio helps with the dating of Paul’s missionary journeys; but
doesn’t actually help with the dating of his epistles. All dating of Paul’s epistles by all scholars are
approximations. Added to this chronology I have super-imposed the Northern Galatia View for the dating of
The Letter to the Galatians. I have also grouped Galatians, along with 2 Corinthians & Romans, with “The
Prison Epistles” (viz. Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians & Philemon), meaning they were written either from
Caesarea or Rome, with “The Pastoral Epistles” (viz. 1 & 2 Timothy & Titus) being written sometime after
Paul’s release from Rome. I have also consulted Raymond E. Brown’s “Introduction to Galatians” and John
A.T. Robinson’s “Re-dating the New Testament” for the placement of Paul’s epistles.
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49/50-Winter Stayed in Corinth (for 1 1/2 years)
Probably wrote 1 & 2 Thessalonians
51-Summer
51-Fall

Appeared before Gallio
Traveled: Ephesus-Caesarea-Antioch of Syria

52-Spring

3rd Missionary Journey
Traveled: Antioch-Phrygia & GalatiaStayed in Ephesus (for 2 yrs. 3 mos.)Traveled: Macedonia-Greece-CorinthMacedonia-Philippi-TroasAssos-Mytelene-Chios-Samos-MiletusEphesus-Cos-Rhodes-Patara-TyrePtolemais-Caesarea
Possibly wrote 1 Corinthians

54-Fall

(Acts 18:2)
(Acts 18:1-22)

(Acts 18:23-21:14)

55-May/June Arrived in Jerusalem & was Imprisoned in Caesarea (for 2 yrs.)
Possibly wrote 2 Corinthians & Galatians & Romans
57

Boarded ship to Rome
Sailed: Sidon-Myra-Fair Havens (Crete)
Ship-wrecked at Malta (Stayed October-December)
Sailed: Syracuse-Rhegium-Puteoli

(Acts 24:27)
(Acts 27:1-7)
(Acts 27:1; 28:13)

58-February
58-Spring

Boarded ship to Rome
Arrived in Rome and imprisoned for 2 years
(Acts 21:15-26:32; 28:14-31)
Probably wrote Ephesians & Philippians & Colossians & Philemon

60

Released from prison and probably traveled to Spain
Possibly wrote 1 & 2 Timothy & Titus in Greece

64

(1 Timothy 1:3; 2 Timothy 1:17; Titus 3:12)

Returned to Rome, was imprisoned, and martyred
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(2 Timothy 4:6)

45

Appendix – II
Destination & Date of Galatians
The Northern and Southern Galatian Views
The dating of the Letter to the Galatians depends on the destination of the
letter. There are two main views - The North Galatian View and The South

Galatian View. Charles C. Ryrie summarizes this and writes:
“At the time of the writing of this letter the term ‘Galatia’ was used both in a
geographical and in a political sense. The former referred to north-central Asia
Minor, north of the cities of Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe; the latter
referred to the Roman province (organized in 25 B.C.) that included southern
districts and those cities just mentioned. If the letter was written to Christians in
North Galatia, the churches were founded on the second missionary journey and the
epistle was written on the third missionary journey, either early from Ephesus or
later from Macedonia (57 A.D.) In favor of this is the fact that Luke seems to use
“Galatia” only to describe North Galatia. (Acts 16:6; 18:23)
If the letter was written to Christians in South Galatia, the churches were founded
on the first missionary journey, the letter was written after the end of the journey
(probably from Antioch, ca. A.D. 49, making it the earliest of Paul’s epistles), and
the Jerusalem council (Acts 15) convened shortly afterward. In favor of this dating
is the fact that Paul does not mention the decision of the Jerusalem council that bore
directly on his Galatian argument concerning the Judaizers, indicating that the
council had not yet taken place.’”

Why I Favor the Northern Galatian View
This summary presented by Charles C. Ryrie is very concise, effectively
commenting on major issues, but certainly not addressing every issue. I’ve
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read many articles investigating the destination and dating of the Letter to
the Galatians. There are good theologians with good arguments on both
sides of the debate. But for me, the letter having been sent to North Galatia
with the later date of about 56 A.D. (or 57 A.D.) makes the most sense
because:
Luke, Paul’s travel companion and the author of the Book of Acts, uses the
term, “Galatia”, to mean Northern Galatia when he references it in Acts 16:6
and 18:23. This is the area Paul traveled to on his 3rd missionary journey
(52 – 57 A.D.). The Letter to the Galatians was written during this journey in
approximately 56 or 57 A.D. – probably in Ephesus, where Paul spent an
extended period of time “off the road” teaching in the School of Tyrannus.159
In his Letter to the Galatians, Paul mentions that he had visited them two
times.160 These two visits are referred to in Acts 16:6 and 18:23. The Acts
16:6 visit took place after the Acts 15 church conference in Jerusalem. Paul
appeared before Gallio in 51 A.D.161; and the Acts 18:23 visit took place
after this – sometime between 52 and 55 A.D. Therefore, the writing of
Galatians would have to had been after the church conference in Jerusalem

159

Acts 19:1-10
Galatians 4:13-16
161
This is the most accurately known date in the life of the apostle Paul; and is used as a fixed point for
chronologies of his life and travels. An inscription found in the Temple of Apollo in Delphi in Central Greece
has enabled scholars to date the beginning of Gallio's term as proconsul to July 1, 51 A.D. (Gallio was born I 5
B.C. and died in 65 A.D.) Encyclopedia Britannica.
47
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in 48 A.D. and after these two visits to Galatia, making the writing date 55 or
56 A.D.
Those who favor the Southern Galatia view conclude that the Letter to the
Galatians was written directly after Paul’s 1st missionary journey to Southern
Galatia, and therefore has an earlier dating – that is, before the church
conference in Jerusalem in Acts 15, because “Paul does not mention the
decision of the Jerusalem council that bore directly on his Galatian
argument concerning the Judaizers, (which) indicates that the council had
not yet taken place”.162 This is a logical assumption, but still only an
assumption. It is not based on historical fact recorded in scripture. The fact
that Paul does not mention the decision of James in his Letter to the
Galatians is not problematic – rather, it actually makes perfect sense to me:
I do not find it problematic that Paul would not mention the proclamation
made by James at the church conference: James is the person who sent
"certain men from James" to Antioch to harass Paul regarding the Law. In
his letter to the Galatians, I think Paul would be reluctant to appeal to the
authority of the apostles in Jerusalem, as some see as a “natural” thing for
him to do. In his Letter to the Galatians, Paul is making a case that his
authority was based on the encounter and the revelation he received
personally from the risen Christ, not on any recognition or association he

162

This is a quote from Charles Ryrie also represents the perspective of other commentators.
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had with the Jerusalem apostles.163 Paul clearly made a point of saying that

the “reputation” and “authority” of the apostles in Jerusalem “made no
difference” to him.164 Even though Paul agreed with the decision, that
proclamation was attributed to the authority of James, not to Paul. So, it
seems to me very likely that he intentionally would not mention the
proclamation of James at the church conference in Jerusalem.

163
164

Galatians 1:10-12
Galatians 2:6-9
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Bill & Frances Furioso

~ At Christ’s Table ~

Just a little bit about ourselves ...
We have been married for 40 years, and have two children, four grandchildren, and
two great-grandchildren.

Being an avid student by nature, I have done formal study in various fields including

Education, Music, Philosophy and Theology.
We served as missionaries in South Africa for thirteen years helping to establish

churches and train church leaders. Our Bible teaching ministry has also taken us to other
countries like Zimbabwe, Brazil, and England, as well as, throughout the United States.
We have pastored several churches, and as an itinerant Bible teacher, I have

ministered in hundreds of churches on four continents. As a writer, I've authored many
publications which are distributed to church leaders worldwide.
We have ministered together speaking in churches, leading spiritual formation

seminars, personal mentoring, and administrating an international partnership of church
leaders.
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