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Reflections on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

Leader’s Guide for Group Discussion 

What is in view  

We come to a powerful statement of Paul’s about the work 
of Christ: He “became a curse for us” to redeem us. Huge 
ideas in simple words that we will attempt to unpack. 

What is helpful to note 

When Paul speaks of the “law” in the passage before us, 
we need to keep clearly in mind what he has in mind. As 
we have noted earlier, there are times when Paul may well 
be referring to the Old Testament Law; specifically, when 
he uses the expression “the Law.” This, unfortunately, is 
not always readily evident in the English translations; there 
are times when Paul is speaking of “law” as all kinds of 
“rules-based” approaches to God and not exclusively the 
Old Testament Law. This is the case, for example, in 3:10 
and 11, where Paul is speaking of any kind of “rules-based” 
attempt to live right before God. Keep in mind that this letter 
is addressed, primarily, to Gentiles–to those who didn’t grow 
up under the Old Testament Law. Although, as Paul noted in 
Romans 2:15 and elsewhere, even non-Jews default to a “law” 
(or “rules-based”) approach to God. 

Whenever someone adopts a rules-based approach to 
achieving right standing with God, he or she can be assured 
of one thing: they will not keep all the rules all the time! And, 
if that is the case, then the results will inevitably be that the 
very rules they look to for establishing “righteousness” will, 
in truth, condemn. That is the “curse” that the “law” brings. 

Paul speaks, in this passage, of being “redeemed” by Christ 
from the curse of the law. The word redeemed comes from 
the language of the marketplace, and most notably, the slave 
market. A slave could be set free by having a price paid for 
him in order to buy his freedom. What Paul is saying is that 

“So long as 
sin, death, 
and the curse 
remain in us, 
sin damns us, 
death kills us, 
and the curse 
curses us; but 
when these 
things are 
transferred to 
Christ, what is 
ours becomes 
His and what 
is His becomes 
ours.” 
Martin 
Luther
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in His dying, Christ paid the price to buy out those who 
believe from their “slavery” to the curse. His death sets us 
free from the curse of the law. 

That Jesus was “made a curse” for us may be a challenging 
metaphor. This same kind of construction is found in 
another crucial passage of Paul’s that speaks of Christ’s 
death that can help us understand what Paul is saying 
here. In 1 Corinthians 5:21, Paul writes of Christ having 
“been made . . . to be sin” for us. Clearly, sin does not have 
concrete existence in and of itself. “Sin” is an abstract noun. 
But Paul’s point is powerful. Had Paul said that Christ 
was “made a sinner,” we might raise questions about what 
happened in His own moral character. But to speak of 
being “made to be sin” for us, it becomes clear that Paul is 
stressing that Jesus Christ was treated as if our sin was His. 
That idea is parallel to what is being said here. Jesus Christ 
was treated, on the cross, as the object of the curse of God.

One last helpful note needs to be made with regard to 
3:13. The reference Paul cites comes from Deut. 21:22-23. To 
speak of the “cursed” one who hangs on a tree is not saying 
that to be hung on a tree (in this case, crucified) results in 
one being cursed; the idea is that such a death is fit for one 
who is under the curse of God. This underscores what we 
have already noted–Jesus took upon Himself the “curse” (or 
judgment of God) that should have fallen on us. In so doing, 
by His doing, we can be set free! 

What to talk about with your group 

To open by talking about “New Year’s Resolutions” is not 
intended to rush people to the end of the year or even to 
make them uncomfortable about resolutions they haven’t 
kept. The reason for these questions? To help us realize 
that in big and small ways we do not “live up to the rules” 
even when the rules are entirely self-imposed! This can 
help picture why “rules-based” living always results in 
condemnation (the “curse of the law”). 

As you work through the passage, make sure that your 
people understand the key concepts as explained above. 
That way they will come to understand Paul’s big point: 
Jesus “stood in” for us, taken upon Himself the “curse” 
that should have fallen on each of us for not “living up to 
the rules.” This is one aspect of how He rescues us through 
His life and death. And this is at the core of the good news. HOW THE GOSPEL CHANGES EVERYTHING

“If it is true 
that everyone, 
without 
exception, is 
condemned by 
the curse of the 
law, then why 
would anyone 
ever try to base 
salvation on 
keeping the 
law? This is 
Paul’s point. 
Everyone who 
depends on the 
law is under a 
curse because 
the law curses 
everyone 
who breaks 
it, which 
everyone does. 
By advocating 
obedience to 
the law the 
Judaizers were 
not escaping 
God’s curse 
but actually 
incurring it!.” 
Philip 
Graham 
Ryken
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Thinking . . .   

We are coming up to the time when people look to make 
“New Year’s Resolutions.” Have you ever made one? If so, 
what was your “resolution”? 

How well did you do with keeping your resolution? 

Why do people struggle with New Year’s resolutions? 

Reflecting . . .  

Even though we may be well-intentioned, we don’t always 
do the good we know we should do. That applies not only 
to New Year’s resolutions but to “keeping the rules” in 
other ways as well. Notice how that idea is woven into 
Paul’s thoughts in Galatians 3:10-14. 

If you choose to live “by the rules” (whatever set of rules 
you think will serve you best), what does Paul say will 
happen? Why do you think that is the case? 

We don’t typically think (in these days) in terms of 
“blessings and cursings,” but that is one way to talk about 
consequences. What is the “curse” that Paul has in mind? 

Why do we need to understand the “curse of law” in order 
to rightly understand what Christ has done for us? 

Responding . . . 

How do you understand what it is that Christ has done for 
you in getting you out from “under the curse”? 

“So long as 
sin, death, 
and the curse 
remain in us, 
sin damns us, 
death kills us, 
and the curse 
curses us; but 
when these 
things are 
transferred to 
Christ, what is 
ours becomes 
His and what 
is His becomes 
ours.” 
Martin 
Luther
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