A magazine for the exploration of the Word of God:

Introducing
A Spotless Bride

From Study Groups

The Ups and Downs of a Love-Life
(Song of Songs 4)

Feature
The House of God in Galatians

Ml






Introducing . . .
A SPOTLESS BRIDE

Chapter 4 is all about the appreciation

the kingly bridegroom has for his bride.
He delights to dwell on and savour
every detail of her all-surpassing
beauty. From head to foot, she is to
him ‘all fair ... and there is no spot’ in
her (v. 7).

It is an easy comparison for us to
make with the One in whose
perfection we, (the church which is His
body), ‘the bride the wife of the Lamb’
(Rev. 21:9) are clothed. Peter describes
Him as ‘a lamb without blemish and
without spot’ (1 Pet. 1:19).

G.R. Geddes, writing about the
Feasts of Jehovah (in our sister
magazine ‘NT’ in 1897), suggests that
the Day of Atonement answers to the
judgement seat of Christ, where: ‘we
shall know the Cross then as we have
never known it, see the fulness of its
provision meeting our every need in
connection with sin’. And of the Feast
of Tabernacles, he writes: ‘for us
beyond the judgment-seat of Christ,
the last feast, the unmixed joy of an
eternal feast ... Thank God for the
Cross; it puts away our sinner past’
(Needed Truth, 1897, pp. 207-208).

Nothing of our human sin and
failure will ever mar our Lord’s
appreciation of His Bride, because the
great atoning work of Christ on the
cross covers it all. Our wedding
garment will be His righteousness. At
the marriage feast of the Lamb and on
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into the eternal state on the new earth,
the sin and failures of our past will be
forgotten. Erased. Blotted out. All our
imperfections ~ will  have  been
addressed at that solemn assembly in
the heavens. Every inner blemish,
every outward spot fully dealt with in a
very personal way, by the all-sufficient,
atoning work of our Saviour, who ‘bore
the brunt of all God’s ire’ (PHSS 12)
and carried our sins into that solitary,
God-forsaken place of which Psalmist
speaks: ‘as far as the east is from the
west, so far has he removed our
transgressions from us’ (Ps. 103:12),
when by ‘one sacrifice for sins forever’
(Heb. 10:12) He took away ‘forever all
our guilt” (PHSS 71).

So, in the eternal ‘feast of
tabernacles’ - when God comes down
to dwell with all the host of the
redeemed in the new earth - we will be
able to sing with a new depth of
appreciation: ‘nothing for us remains,
nothing but love’ (T. Kelly, 1769-1854).
That sense of indebtedness will
continue to increase throughout
eternity, enlightened by our face-to-
face, in-person, first-hand knowledge
of the grace of God and the glorious
presence and companionship of the
King of kings.

‘He and | together entering those
bright courts above; He and | together
sharing all the Father's love!” (Mrs E.F.
Bevan 1827-1906). /).



From Study Groups . . .

THE UPS AND DOWNS OF A LOVE-LIFE (SONG OF SONGS 4)
From Buckhaven: ‘Your lips are like a scarlet thread, and your mouth is lovely’ (S.
of S. 4:3 ESV). The description of the bride’s lips as a scarlet thread is perhaps
better understood as a scarlet ‘cord’ because this would convey an ampleness of
lip - a particular mark of beauty. In the New Testament, those who belong to
Christ are to ‘let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is
good for building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who
hear’ (Eph. 4:29).

‘You are altogether beautiful, my love; there is no flaw in you’ (4:7) This
compliment by the bridegroom to his bride surely directs us to the parallel church
truth, ‘that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water
with the word, so that He might present the church to himself in splendour,
without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without
blemish” (Eph. 5:26-27).

‘Awake, O north wind, and come, O south wind! Blow upon my garden, let
its spices flow” (S. of S. 4:16). Is this the bride speaking now? [Comment 1].
Perhaps this description of fragrant spices can direct our thoughts to the scene in
Revelation which portrays a remarkable fragrance: ‘and golden bowls full of
incense, which are the prayers of the saints’ (Rev. 5:8). James Johnson

From Cromer: Who are the protagonists? This book is poetical, and is therefore
open to interpretation in its significance, rather than a direct statement of facts
[Comment 2]. We, as readers of the magazine, do not know the stance which
earlier writers have taken, and therefore must accept that they may be right: as
Cromwell said to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland ‘I beseech you,
in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken’. Some have taken
the book as a figure of the relationship between Christ and the Church, some
between God and Israel, some, in view of Solomon’s lasciviousness see a third
person, ‘the Shepherd of the hills’, who is the lover of the girl (See ‘The Shepherd
of the Hills” - Brian Green). Since the interpretation is not immediately apparent,
one could apply the principle of ‘Ockham’s Razor’; that is, that it is the simplest
explanation, involving the fewest assumptions, that is likeliest to be correct. Thus
the poem can describe a developing relationship between a man and a woman,
culminating in a marriage, which God intends to be the paradigm for His creatures
[Comment 3].

The beauty of the Beloved Sometimes you hear someone say ‘I don't know what
he sees in her’, when the fact that he loves her is quite evident to others. In Chapter
4 the lover likens his loved one to many things that he sees as beautiful or
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desirable - her appearance, her scent, her freshness, like a garden or a stream in
a dry land. Itis notable that it is the loved one, rather than the lover, that is praised
in chapter 4 - does this affect the interpretation of the whole passage? [Comment
4]. Peter Hickling

From Glasgow: The Lover’s poetry in S. of S. 4:1-7 The long passage from the
loved one (2:16-3:11) is followed in similar length (vv.1-15) by the lover’s delight
in the beauty of form and character of the woman he calls ‘my darling’ (v.1, NIV).
The simile ‘like a flock of goats descending from Mount Gilead” (cp. ‘leaping
down the slopes’, ESV) portrays the shining lights of her dark hair (1:5) as like the
white coats of the flock seen in the shadows of rocks or trees. In another rendering,
‘that lie along the side of Gilead’ (RV), the thought is the gleam of herds lying on
grassy ledges in the shade. In the tower of David, built with elegance (NIV), the
thought is of her neck being erect in stately carriage of her head, as she would
present herself to the king, fit to be his bride and queen (vv.9-10,12; cp. 3:9-11).
The tower is surely one built by Solomon’s father on Zion to keep watch and
defend the king’s throne and centre of government as directed by God (Ps.
48:2,11-12). The shields could have been used by warriors appointed to lead in
battle, and hung on the walls in honour of them (cp. Ezek. 27:10-11—'they
brought your beauty to perfection’). We suggest in the picture of the loved one’s
temples as ‘like the halves of a pomegranate’ Solomon was thinking not only of
her smooth-skinned and colourful forehead, but also with respect for her mind
and character—her capacity to understand and to behave responsibly in his court
and kingdom.

Thoughts arising from S. of S. 4:1-7 of the cleansing power of Christ’s sacrifice We
turn to the New Testament revelation of our Lord Jesus’ love for His bride, how
His sacrifice should affect believers now, and the wonderful day when ‘the
wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready’ (Rev. 19:7).
Let us begin with God’s love for all people, for He ‘causes His sun to rise upon
the evil and the good’ (Mat. 5:45), and in many ways He has given us reason to
know His care and kindness. We may also be drawn to the Saviour by the care
and prayers of His disciples who witness to the gospel. But the crucifixion at
Calvary faces the believer with this searching question: what is greater in our
esteem than the Son of God giving His precious life for sinners? If the power of
that unique death to grip us has faded, and we need cleansing, we should take
time to revisit the fourfold record of Calvary, and the testimony of Acts to those
who hazarded their lives to tell out the Way, and to teach its truths to others. They
gave all that they could to serve the King of kings, and set out the excellence of
God'’s design for unity of churches committed to preaching the blessings of the
Faith (Acts 15:26; 20:24,27,35; 24:14; Jude v.3). Let us not only fear God (Luke
12:5) but also renew our love by the Spirit’s help. Martin Archibald
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From Melbourne: Song of Songs: verses 1-7 The love of the beloved for the
Shulammite, the one whom he knows intimately, is intense. Her eyes were soft,
like the eyes of a dove, innocent, showing her love for her lover. Her hair is black
and beautiful as the goats running down Mount Gilead, and is her glory,
honouring her head (cp. 1 Cor. 11:15). Her teeth are lovely and brilliantly white
as freshly shorn white sheep; none are missing from her mouth. All are even in
their structure, showing her unselfish obedience to her beloved. Her lips and
mouth are most beautiful in their formation, suggesting her speech is with grace
and seasoned with salt (see Col. 4:6). Her temples are like the flesh of a
pomegranate, revealing she is flushed with the thrill of seeing her lover. Her neck
is a tower of strength, graceful, able to bear burdens without flinching, and her
labours are labours of love (see 1 Thes. 1:3). Her two breasts suggest the twin
graces of faith and love, as her breastplate (see vv. 5:8; 1 Tim. 1:14). She is fair
and has no spot in her. How wonderful that the Shulammite is a shadow of the
bride of Christ, the glorious church which is His body, not having spot or wrinkle
or any such thing but that she should be holy and without blemish (Eph. 5:27).
The beloved is Christ, and His love for His church and its individual members:
‘just as the Father has loved Me I also have loved you ..."” (John 15:9 NASB 1960-
2020).

Verses 8-15 This lovely song, in its foreshadowing, expresses the believer’s
relationship with the one who is the Beloved — the Lord Jesus Christ. As the Lord
loves His church and gave His life up for it (Eph. 5:25), He loves its members
individually and sees each one perfectly in Himself as those cleansed by His
blood. For them to fully enter this love relationship, there is a call from Lebanon:
‘Come with me from Lebanon my spouse’ (v. 8) - a call from the high mountains
of the world and its systems, and also from the world of ecumenicalism. To
separate from the world is the Lord’s expectation of His loved ones. Abiding in
Him produces the graces of the Holy Spirit within the garden enclosed. He asks
that they abide in His love by keeping His commandments (John 15:10), and this
love is expressed in loving devotion. The garden enclosed is where the Lord
dwells as Son over God’s house (Heb. 3:6), and for those who wish to abide in
Him, they will find Him there. From that garden, as they feed on the pleasant fruit
of Christ, their Beloved, the sweet scent of His graces will flow over the enclosure
as a blessing to the world, e.g. ‘My house shall be called a house of prayer for all
nations’ (Mark 11:17). Joseph was a fruitful bough by a well, and his branches run
over the wall (Gen. 49:22).

Verse 16 ‘Awake, O north wind, and come blow south’. In Australia, in the
southern hemisphere, the cold, bitter wind is from the south. In the believer's life,
the spices that flow from the enclosed garden are produced by the cold wind of
adversity. God allows adversity to conform us to the image of His Son. We must
go through many tribulations to enter the kingdom of God (Acts 14:22).

Ron Busby
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From Mount Forest: Solomon innocently addresses the Shulammite as ‘my sister,
my bride’, in Song of Songs 4:8-12; 5:1. His bride becomes Bathsheba’s daughter
in law, hence his ‘sister’. The Hebrew ‘kallah’ is a bride before or just after her
marriage, or a woman brought into a family through marriage, often translated
‘daughter in law’ [Comment 5].

As background to chapter 4, it seems 3:11 records a happy event for Solomon,
but we do not read of the divine perspective, nor do we know enough about the
Shulammite to be confident her relationship with Solomon would be preferable
to those explicitly mentioned in 6:8 or 1 Kings 11:3. There is no Ruth-like
description (Ruth 1:16; 3:11) to help us.

We take it the man in chapter 4 is the same as referenced in 1:1,5; 3:7,9,11;
8:11-12 [certainly not, in our minds, nor that of many others — R.B.F. and P.D.].
Some think a different shepherd speaks, the Shulammite’s true lover, and Solomon
is a contender (still others imagine a ‘Cinderella” Shulammite and the shepherd
turns out to have been King Solomon initially in disguise!). It is hard to see why
the Spirit would point to Solomon as a positive example of relationships with the
opposite sex [A point worth noting— R.B.F.]. Does chapter 4 fit better as inspired
amplification of Ecclesiastes 9:9, showing Solomon’s source of enjoyment? Or
does adopting the anonymous shepherd hypothesis remove problems of
interpretation? [Yes, indeed — R.B.F and P.D. See also Bible Studies January, 2026
Issue, Comments 3, 1st paragraph & 7, pp. 9-101.

Whoever we see as the ‘shepherd’, the dominant descriptions in this book all
appeal to the senses and could be taken, not as positive goals to emulate, but
memorable pictures to warn [Comment 6]. There is progression throughout the
Song as mutual exploration of the couple’s bodies excites acknowledged passions
(e.g., 3:5). Conclusions about what the Spirit is signifying are difficult. Usual helps
are missing. In this chapter 4 (and throughout) there is no divine endorsement, or
even mention of God, divine law, set feasts, prayer of any sort; nothing from it
quoted in the New Testament. The metaphors (similes in chapter 4: goats, ewes,
pomegranate, fawns, garden locked, mountain of myrrh) are found in poems
originating in heathen lands (note 1 Kin.11:1-2). Ezekiel 27:1-3,11; 28:7 uses a
simile like Song 4:4 etc. to describe transient beauty, not divine approval
[Comment 7].

Scriptures that deal with romantic relationships (e.g., Gen. 2:24; 1 Cor. 7:1-5;
Eph. 5:18-33; 1 Pet. 3:1-7; Heb.13:4), are not as elaborate as Song’s 4. We can
of course extract some of the lovely statements and apply them positively, e.g.,
4:7. But unlike Psalm 45 (cf. Rev.19:8), in which the beauty of the bride is her
adornment, in chapter 4 the continuing theme is unveiled physical beauty [not
entirely so: see Comment 4 — R.B.F.]. Thus, 1T Timothy 2:9-10 or 1 Peter 3:3-4
perhaps act as a counterbalance, as they would in 1:10-11. The nearest equivalent
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to chapter 4 seems to be Proverbs 5:18-23, which balances the right monogamous
instruction with distinct warning against intoxication ‘with a forbidden woman’.
Scripture ensures we know many of Solomon’s wives and concubines were
forbidden (1 Kin.11:1-10). We have no evidence that the Shulammite was
excluded. We may see the Song’s passages as expressing legitimate God-given
desires, but we still need caution not to legitimize crossing the line into lust
(Gen.39:6-10; Eph.4:22; Gal.5:24; Rom.13:12-14) [Comment 8].  Geoff Hydon

From Surulere: The North and South Wind (vv. 9-14) Chapter 4 of the Song of
Songs overflows with a sweetness, softness, smoothness, suppleness and freshness
that enwraps itself around the reader, with the tenderest firmness: ‘Behold you are
fair, my love, behold you are fair. You have dove’s eyes behind your veil ... Your
lips are like a strand of scarlet, and your mouth is lovely. You have ravished my
heart, my sister, my spouse, you have ravished my heart, with one look of your
eyes’ (vv. 4:1,3,9 NKJV). And why must it be any less so, when it is the boundless
outpouring of the truest and purest of love, agape love, from the divine Lover!

It is a breathtaking landscape of vibrant colours. It is an intensely burning love,
yet of the warmest hue. Indeed, the song is fitting: ‘Loved with everlasting love,
led by grace that love to know, Spirit breathing from above, thou hast taught me
it is so’. The Christian’s earthly journey is a scheduled discovery of the unveiling
of the multifaceted love of Christ: * ... that Christ may dwell in your hearts through
faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend
with all the saints what is the width and length and depth and height - to know
the love of Christ which passes knowledge; that you may be filled with all the
fullness of God’ (Eph. 3:17-19).

As we journey home, the contrary winds of life often conspire to test both the
strength and depth of our professed love for Christ: ‘We are hard-pressed on every
side, yet not crushed, we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not
forsaken, struck down, but not destroyed ... * (2 Cor. 4:8).

In the winter of our lives, when we tether on the perilous precipice of
enfeebling familiarity, the icy blast might seem to suck out our enjoyment of His
love and presence. It is like the north wind bearing down on us, like a battering
ram. However, we take solace in the Lord’s reassuring words: ‘... And lo, | am
with you always, even to the end of the age. Amen’ (Mat. 28:20).

Also, in the spring of youth or life when the soothing south wind wafts and
weaves its sizzling magic over us, we might be lulled into a sleep of ease. We
might mistake the warmth of our creature comforts for a sign of our remaining in
Christ's love. To us we hear the Lord’s counsel to the Ephesian church:
‘Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and do the first works
.... (Rev. 2:5).
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On the whole, no matter the deadly combination of the north and south
extremities, we can join the apostle Paul to declare: ‘For | am persuaded that
neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things present
nor things to come, nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be
able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus’ (Rom. 8:38-39).

Fred Ntido

From Victoria BC: The Ups and Downs of a Love Life Admittedly we find the
imagery puzzling in this portion. We are thankful for our authors like Andy
Mcllree who in their personal time with the Lord and His word, have shared what
they have learned and thought about in regard to Song of Songs.

In the description of the beloved, we saw that God viewed Israel as His wife
and Christ views the church which is His body as His bride. Like God, Christian
men can find and choose a bride, and they can choose to love their wives, and
be smitten by their beauty and way of living. Ephesians 5:27 says that Christ is
going to present to Himself a glorious church without spot, or wrinkle, or any
such thing.

The church of the living God, with all the local companies comprising it, is
covered by God as well. Acts 20:28 instructs overseers to feed and tend the
church of God which Jesus purchased with His blood.

The Lord is shaping you and me. He saved us and purchased us. He chose to
love us. He has espoused us to Himself. Verse 8 of chapter 4 seems to be the first
time we have reference to the Shulammite that way, ‘my bride.” There is intimacy
here. He's seen behind the veil and has seen the soft eyes of a dove. No predator
there. He calls her fair and lovely and she has shared her glory — which is her hair
— with him. She let it down for him. Jesus said for us to enter the prayer closet in
secret. We let down our hair, so to speak. We gather for prayer and open our
hearts to Him.

Much time is spent on the teeth. What are we meditating, consuming and
chewing on? Worldly, sinful, temporary pleasure, or obeying? Verse 8 says He
wants to protect us from the lions and leopards. In 1 Peter 5:8 the devil is seen as
a roaring lion goes about seeking whom he may devour. If we're not sensible and
vigilant we will end up with ‘dental problems’, which the Lord will have to fix.

The head, the temples, cheeks, neck, lips are used to describe what he sees
and looks for in his beloved. The innocent mind filled with God’s work; scarlet
thread-like lips, speaking of salvation. Rahab from the Old Testament comes to
mind. A scarlet thread saved her. The pomegranate traditionally has 613 seed:s.
The law of God. The tenderness of the breast — the merciful grace in applying the
law. Faith seen in the set neck of the believer. ‘Take my yoke’ He says in Matthew
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11:29. We are His locked garden and exclusive to Him. 'he which hath begun a
good work in you will perform it until the day of Jesus Christ' (Phil.1:6 KJV).

Rodger Lefevre
COMMENTS
1. (Buckhaven): Yes, it is the bride now speaking — see use of pronoun “his’ in 3rd
line of verse 16 of RV. R.B.F.

An alternative view (which | favour and see the Melbourne paper, final
paragraph) is this. In verse 12, the lover describes the beloved as ‘a garden’, saying
‘a garden shut up is my sister, my bride’. She does not have a garden, she is a
garden, his garden. Therefore, it is him who says ‘blow upon my garden’ etc in
the first half of verse 16 since he has been speaking about a garden belonging to
him which he can therefore refer to as ‘my garden’. (Accordingly, in the second
half of verse 16, it is indeed the bride speaking for what he refers to as ‘my garden’
must be to her ‘his garden’). P.D.

2. (Cromer): It has been well said that Hebrew poetry in Scripture is always
founded upon either personal experience or historical facts. For instance, an
example firstly in the song of Israel’s victory over Jabin and Sisera, her enemy, in
Judges 5, sung by Deborah & Barak. Secondly, in David’s lamentation over the
death of Saul and his son Jonathan in 2 Samuel chapter 1. Additionally, many of
the Psalms, like Psalm 45, are written on the same basis. The Song of Songs is no
different. It has to do with a part of Solomon’s life and experience that left such
an impression on him, causing him to write accordingly. It is factual as well as
poetical. The three main protagonists are Solomon, the Shulammite and the
Shepherd. Other notable figures are the daughters of Jerusalem, the Shulammite’s
mother and brothers and the city’s denizens and night patrols. R.B.F.

3. (Cromer): | agree that this is what the poem describes, and that we should not
miss the significance of this — whatever else we might debate in this poem - for
the unique marriage covenant is sacred to God. P.D.
4. (Cromer): The language of chapter 4 is that of a relatively young man who is
love-struck by the physical beauty (vv. 1-5, 7) and emotional response (v. 10a-b)
of the person he is courting, and with whom he anticipates a marriage union (v.
9a). It is the shepherd who is speaking, not the king. R.B.F.

| beg to differ. I think it is the king. /).

5. (Mount Forest): There is no justification whatever in saying that the Shulammite
became Solomon’s mother’s daughter-in-law and therefore a real stretch of the
imagination to describe her as his sister. There is nothing onward from 1 Kings 11
to indicate there was one special young woman, like the Shulammite was, who
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meant everything to him! He already had a considerable bevy of ladies: 60
queens, 80 concubines and innumerable virgins in his court (S. of S. 6:8). He was
always on the lookout to add to that number, as he did, having 700 wives/queens,
princesses, and 300 concubines (1 Kin. 11:3). The words of the song in chapter 4
speak of a man, in this case the shepherd, who had eyes for only one woman.
R.B.F.

6. (Mount Forest): The term ‘my bride’ is used in six verses as you point out, three
of them being as part of a phrase ‘my sister, my bride.” The lover is speaking of
his bride from perspectives that include not only the physical and romantic and
sensual but also of that which concerns their relationship, of their being ‘joint
heirs of the grace of life’ (1 Peter 3:7). His imagery, so often typical of what we
would expect of a shepherd, is just as prominent, perhaps more so, than the
physical feature which they depict. The imagery is of her modesty - ‘your eyes
behind your veil’(v.1),and ‘your temples behind your veil’ go along with hidden
things such as defensive weaponry in a tower in verse 4, and browsing deer, and
lairs of wild animals in verses 5 and 8. The overall picture is of a man telling his
wife that she is his all and he finds her complete in every way, seeing her as no
one else can possibly see her. The language is not of our culture but the thoughts
are, being what God desires of a married man. We have therefore here not a
warning but something to emulate. P.D.

7. (Mount Forest): What is forgotten here is the divine approval, the canonicity of
this book, confidently given by the Lord Jesus to the two travellers to Emmaus,
whom He joined. Then ‘beginning from Moses and from all the prophets, He
interpreted to them in all the scriptures [including the Song of Songs] the things
concerning Himself’ (Luke 24:13, 27,32).

It is not simply a specimen of secular literature by any means. It is an infallible
and integral part of the divinely-inspired Word of Almighty God (2 Tim. 3:16).
There is a danger of becoming absorbed by its overwhelmingly romantic
language, which is vitally conveying a spiritual import when sought out by the
help of the Spirit of God. R.B.F.

8. (Mount Forest): In 1 Kings 11:9-10, the Lord was angry with Solomon because
he had gone after other gods, not because he had married multiple wives and
concubines, per se. However, as the sad record of Solomon’s polygamy clearly
shows, his pagan wives ‘turned away his heart’ from the LORD the God of his
father David. Solomon’s marriages - for reasons of political and international
dominance - were permitted though certainly notapproved by God under the Old
Covenant, in the golden age of peace and prosperity enjoyed by Israel during his
reign, which foreshadowed the more perfect millennial reign of Christ. Now that
the New Covenant has come, God’s people today are bound by the higher
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standards of monogamous marriage and fidelity which you rightly hold up as the
‘gold standard’” which ‘from the beginning’, as the Lord Jesus emphasised in
Matthew 19:8, was always God’s intention. /).

| think that the specific intention of | Kings 11:1-4 is to reference scriptures
such as Exodus 34:16 and Deuteronomy 7:1-4 with the purpose of proving that
the marriages were forbidden. P.D.

It is abundantly clear that taking wives of the nations which the Lord drove out
endangered the testimony of Israel as a special nation to and for Him. As a result,
there was intensification of God’s anger at their doing so (Ex. 34:11-16; Deut. 7:6-
7). Some of the women whom Solomon married were descendants of those very
nations (see 1 Kin. 11:1), infamous for their extreme wickedness and debauchery
(Deut. 9:4-5). R.B.F.

Feature
THE HOUSE OF GOD IN GALATIANS

Introduction

We know that there were at least three churches of God in Galatia as recorded in
God’s word: in Derbe, Iconium and Lystra. They were established at an early stage
in Paul’s missionary journeys, evangelising the gospel of Christ, firstly with the
apostle Barnabas, and later with Silas, an outstanding man in God’s work. These
churches were soon strengthened in their understanding and defending of ‘the
faith’, viz. the teaching of the truth of God (see Acts 14:1,21; 15:22; 16:1-2,5).

It is reckoned that it was around AD 55-56 that Paul wrote to them, while in
imprisonment, out of deep concern and having become aware they had reneged
on their belief in and commitment to the gospel of Christ, and sadly had ‘fallen
face first’ from that true gospel into a different and false ‘so-called gospel” (Gal.
1:7).

Persecutor to Preacher; Affiliation of Churches of God

Endeavouring to bring back beloved saints to their ‘spiritual sense’, i.e. those in
the Galatian churches of God who had abandoned faith-belief in the Saviour of
sinners, Paul does everything in his power, ably supplied by the Spirit of God, to
persuade them to think sincerely and seriously of their defection from the One
who had died for them. He brings to their attention his own former manner of life,
in days prior to his conversion, when he was an arch-persecutor of those who
professed the name of Christ as Saviour. He puts it this way, 'l persecuted the
church of God and made havoc of it’. In this context, the term ‘church of God’ is
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a collective noun, with the same meaning as the expression ‘house of God’,
comprising those who have been baptised as believers in the Lord Jesus, and
added to others who serve together, according to God’s prescribed will. When he
was known as Saul of Tarsus, he caused mayhem in his self-righteous rage and
religious fanaticism, seeking the death penalty for Christians and most likely
destroying their meeting-places into the bargain (Gal. 1:13,16,23; Acts 2:41-42;
9:1-2).

Willing to spend time and energy, with the writing materials of that time, Paul
continues to inform them in his letter how, after his conversion, he went to Arabia,
then returned to Damascus in Syria, the location where he had ‘met Christ’ and
had heard His voice speaking personally to him. He remained in the city for three
years, no doubt heralding the good news of the gospel, then made his way to
Jerusalem. Here he spent fifteen days with Peter, a leader among Christ’s disciples,
learning and discussing so much with this person who knew the Lord Jesus so
well, having spent three wonderful years with Him, treading the streets, striding
the highways, climbing the hills, and navigating the waters of Israel (Gal. 1:17-
18).

It should be noted that Paul also refers in his communication to the ‘churches
of Judaea which were in Christ’, reminding them of the difficulties he encountered
in being accepted by them; the reason for this being his infamous reputation
which preceded his personal visit to them. These congregations were also
‘churches of God’, affiliated in common with all churches of God, to those in
Galatia, and therefore fellow saints in the service of the house of God (Gal. 1:22-
23).

Kingdom of God & Household of the Faith

Threaded through the apostle’s correspondence is the relevance and importance
of all that God’s house should be to those who have come to appreciate what it
means to Him. Time and again we have the quiet, unobtrusive and effective
presence and work of the Spirit of God. He it is who enables us to be spiritually
enriched and thrive on all that God has dispensed liberally for our life and
testimony for Him, which is described as inheriting ‘the kingdom of God'. This is
another phrase aligning God’s kingdom with the house of God, emphasising our
subjection to God’s rule and government in our individual and collective lives
(Gal. 3:2-3; 5:16-18, 21-22, 25). Allied to that is our obligation to do all we can
in our Christian life, by God'’s help, for as many people as we possibly can, and
especially for those in the ‘household of the faith’, which is God’s house (the
definite article being present before ‘faith’), brought into the picture once again
(6:10).

R.B. Fullarton, Bathgate
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You are altogether beautiful, my love; there is no flaw in you.
Song of songs 4:7 ESV
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