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Galatians 3:15-25 - “The Law and The Promise” 

Introduction 
Let me re-cap on what we looked at last time in the early part of Galatians ch.3. 
 
I preached on that passage as long ago as the last Sunday night in November! 
But if you were at one of our home-groups this month, then you will have had your 
minds refreshed about what we looked at away back then. 
 
On the last Sunday night in November I preached to you about: 
 
The Big Issue – How do you and I get right with God? 
 
Then we looked at the Big Picture – right from Abraham, it has always been by 
Faith that men and women get right with God. It has never been by law-keeping! 
 
But the Big Problem is – We want to DO something to help to save ourselves.  
But the more we rely on doing something to earn our own salvation, the more we 
put ourselves under the Curse of the Law. Because we fail in one way or another. 
 
So finally we looked at the Big Solution: 
 
‘Christ redeemed us from the Curse of the Law by becoming a curse for us, 

for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.”  
(Deuteronomy 21:23) (v.13) 

 
So the Big Issue is – How can you and I get right with God? 
The Big Picture of the O.T. shows it has always been by faith, not law-keeping. 
The Big Problem is that we all want to contribute something to our own salvation 
– we want to think we have earned it, by being good, by keeping the 10 
commandments, or whatever. But the more we try to do it that way the deeper we 
put ourselves into sin – because we put ourselves under the curse of the law more 
and more! 
The Big Solution – is that Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the Law, by 
coming and living a perfect life here on earth, as a man, never once breaking the 
Law in any way – he was perfect in thought, word and deed. He never sinned ever! 
So, he could go to the cross at Calvary, and take our sins upon himself, and then 
take the wrath of God that we deserved, in our place. By shedding his blood, and 
dying in our place, and then rising again, he has defeated the power of sin, and 
death, and Hell to keep us down. He has set us free by taking the curse for us. 
 
And if you were following the logic of all that, then you should be asking yourself, 
as I know some people did in our Bible Study group in Keady that night:  
 
What then is the purpose of the Law? Are we not supposed to keep it then? 

And that’s the question that should be on our minds as we get to the middle of 
Galatians ch.3. If it’s not, then we haven't understood what Paul has been saying: 
 
Look at v.19 – there it is: ‘What, then, was the purpose of the Law?’ 
 
And look at v.21 – ‘Is the Law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God?’ 
 
Those are the questions we need to try to answer tonight… 
 
But Paul begins by using an illustration from everyday life. So he says in v.15… 
 
‘Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as no-one can set aside 
or add to a human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case.’ 

 
Paul is talking about what we would know as a Will.  
Someone’s last will and testament. So let’s think for a moment about… 
 
1. God’s Will (v.15) 
 
If you have drawn up a Will, and signed it, and had it witnessed in front of two 
independent people, then your Will must be carried out after your death. 
 
Whatever you have said in your Will, about who gets your money, about what 
happens to your house, or your cars, or your savings, and even who looks after 
your children (if they are under 18) - it must be carried out, and the people you 
have identified as your beneficiaries must get what you have left to them. 
 
The only way a Will can be changed is if you change it, before you die.  
You can add a new codicile to your Will, and if you get it signed and witnessed, 
same as before, then that replaces whatever you had written previously. 
 
But once you die, your Will cannot be changed, and it must be carried out by your 
executors, to the benefit of those you named in your Will. 
 
So Paul says in v.15 ‘Just as no-one can set aside or add to a human covenant  

that has been duly established, so it is in this case…’  
 
So what is he referring to? He’s referring to God’s Will, God’s Covenant, the 
promises that God made to Abraham away back in Genesis ch.12 that we looked 
at last time. The seven ‘I wills’ that are found in that chapter… 
 

1. I will make you into a great nation. (v.2) 
2. I will bless you. 
3. I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. 
4. I will bless those who bless you. (v.3) and… 



5. I will curse those who curse you. 
6. All peoples on earth will be blesesed through you. 
7. To your offspring, or to your Seed, I will give this land (v.7) 

 
Now look at v.16 in Galatians ch.3… 
 

‘The promises were spoken to Abraham and to His Seed.’ 
 

So now Paul goes on to explain what that means in v.16b… 
 

‘The Scripture does not say “and to seeds” (plural) meaning many people, 
but “and to your Seed” (singular) meaning one person, who is Christ.’ 

 
So what Paul is saying here is this… And this is so important to understand… 
 
The only way to benefit from God’s Will which was promised to Abraham away 
back in Genesis 12 is to be linked to His Seed. That is one person. And that one 
person that you and I need to be linked to today is Christ! The Seed of Abraham. 
‘The Seed to whom the promise referred has come’ (v.19) and that person is the 
Lord Jesus Christ. So if you want to benefit from all that was promised to Abraham 
then you need to be “In Christ”. And the only way you can be “in Christ” is by faith! 
 
Not by law-keeping as we have seen in the earlier part of this chapter, but by faith. 
So that brings us to the question that we’re all asking, that appears in v.19… 
 

‘What then was the purpose of God’s Law?’ 
 

So let’s back up for a minute and think about… 
 
2. God’s Law (vs.17-20) 
 
Paul is back to the idea of the Big Picture from v.17 onwards, that we were 
thinking about last time. Let me use Walk Thru the Bible hand signals to help you 
grasp the Big Picture. (N.B. We’re going to host the Walk Thru the O.T. seminar 
on the last Saturday in March. Put the date in your diary. More about that later…)  
 

Creation Fall Flood Nations  (4000 years) 
 
  Ur  Persian Gulf SALT Sarah, Abraham, Lot, Terah. 
 
So it’s at that point in history that God made these 7 promises to Abraham: 
 

1. I will make you into a great nation. (v.2) 
2. I will bless you. 
3. I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. 

4. I will bless those who bless you. (v.3) and… 
5. I will curse those who curse you. 
6. All peoples on earth will be blesesed through you. 

 
Then God called Abraham to leave Ur and go to the land He would show him: 
 
 Tigris Euphrates to Haran where Terah dies 
 
 Sea of Galilee  Jordan River Dead Sea 
 
 Mediterranean  Israel (where he gives him the last promise) 
 
       7. To your offspring, or to your Seed, I will give this land (v.7) 

 
Ishmael & Isaac  Esau & Jacob 

 
 Joseph to Egypt  Jews to Egypt 
 
 400 years   Bondage  
 
 Moses:   ‘Let my people Go!’ ‘No!’ 
 
 10 plagues Passover Red Sea Mount Sinai Law 
 
So it’s only at this point that God gave the Law – the 10 Commandments. 
 
Between God giving his Promise to Abraham in Genesis 12 and God giving his 
Law to Moses in Exodus 20 more than 400 years of bondage passed in between. 
 
So did God’s Law cancel out God’s Promises? 
 
That’s what Paul is dealing with here in v.17. 
 
‘What I mean is this: The Law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the 

covenant previously established by God and thus do away with The Promise. 
For if the inheritance depends on The Law, then it no longer depends on a 
Promise; but God in His Grace gave it to Abraham through a Promise.’ 

 
So God’s Covenant to Abraham – and to His Seed – was going to be based on 
God’s gracious promise – it was not going to depend on the keeping of the Law. 
 
If it depended on law-keeping it would be By Works, but it’s not, it’s By Grace! 
 
So here comes the question then:  

What, then, was the purpose of the Law? 



3. The Purpose of God’s Law (vs.19-25) 
 
That’s the question that we’re all asking at this point in our studies in Galatians… 
If salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone, apart from the 
works of the Law, then what was the purpose of the Law? What’s it there for? 
 
So Paul gives a straight answer to a straight question in v.19… 
 

‘It was added because of transgressions  
until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come.’ 

 
So we learn two things from this answer: 
 
1. The Law was given because of Sin (or transgressions). 
 
2. The Law was given until the Seed (or Christ) would come. 
 
Why would the Law be given because of Sin? 
 
Well, in another place, Paul says this, in Romans 5:13… 
 

‘Before the Law was given, sin was in the world. 
But sin is not taken into account when there is no law. 

Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, 
Even over those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam. 

 
The Command God gave to Adam was ‘You shall not eat of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil.’ But Adam went ahead and did it. He disobeyed. 
 
And then in v.20 of Romans ch.5 Paul says this… 
 

‘The Law was added so that the trespass might increase. 
But where sin increased, grace increased all the more.’ 

 
And finally in Romans 7:7 Paul says… 
 

‘What shall we say then? Is the Law sin? Certainly not! 

Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the Law. 
For I would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, 

“Do not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, 
produced in me every kind of covetous desire. For apart from law, sin is dead. 

Once I was alive apart from law, but when the commandment came, sin sprang to 
life and I died. I found that the very commandment that was intended to bring life 

actually brought death.’ 
 

So, in other words, the Law was put in place, not to save us, but to show us our 
sin, in all its stark reality. We would not really have known what sin was, if the Law 
had not been given. For example you wouldn’t know that you were breaking any 
law, unless you could see the 30 mph speed limit on your way into Armagh tonight. 
But when you see the prohibition of the law on that sign, and you then go ahead 
and drive at 50 mph, you know that you have broken the law, because the law 
written on the sign, tells you! 
 
So I like to give 3 reasons for why the Law was given. What it’s purpose was: 
 
1. It’s the Standard that we all have fallen short of (Romans 3:23) 
 
2. It’s like a Spirit-level showing us all the imperfections in our lives. 
 
3. It’s a School-Master put in charge to lead us to Christ. 
 
Like a school master or school teacher it teaches us what sin is, like breaking the 
school rules. But it can’t help us to stop breaking the school rules. There’s only 
one person who can – and that’s Christ, the Seed of Abraham – so the Law, like a 
good School Master, points us to Christ alone for salvation. 
 
So then comes the follow-on question in v.21… 

‘Is the Law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? 
And the answer is – ‘Absolutely not!’ 
And then listen to this: 
 

‘For if a Law had been given that could impart life, 
then righteousness would certainly have come by the Law… 

…But the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, 
So that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus Christ, 

Might be given to those who believe.’ (vs.21b-22) 
 

So the Law shows us our sin, it actually magnifies our sin, but it cannot in any way 
bring us life – eternal life. What it does is bring us into bondage. We are all held 
prisoners to our sin. We are trapped. We have nowhere to turn. No-one to turn to. 
 
So let’s come to the final paragraph in this argument… (v.23) 
 

‘Before this faith came, we were held prisoners by the Law,  
locked up until faith should be revealed… 

 
…So the Law was put in charge to lead us to Christ  

that we might be justified by faith. Now that faith has come,  
we are no longer under the supervision of the Law.’ 

 



Conclusion 
 
So we have learned from this passage tonight, that the Law cannot save anyone. 
We have learned that it was put in place from the time of Moses until the time of 
Christ in order to show us our sin, to show us our great need of a Saviour. 
 
But now that Christ has come, the Seed of Abraham has appeared.  
He is the One to whom all those promises given to Abraham in Gen.12 pointed. 
So if we want to enter into the blessings promised to Abraham then we need to be 
linked to Christ, his Seed, the one to whom all the promises were pointing. 
 
So the question tonight is: not how are you doing as far as the Law is concerned? 
But how are you doing as far as the Seed is concerned? Have you put your trust 
in Him? Are you related to Him by faith? Are you ‘in Christ’? 
 
When Jesus was here on earth, he was passing through Jericho one day. 
A very small man lived there, who was a notorious tax-collecter. He collaborated 
with the Roman occupying power, stealing from the poor far more taxes than they 
really owed, passing on what they did owe to the Roman government, and putting 
the difference in his pocket. He was hated by everyone.  
He had broken God’s Law: Thou shalt not covet, and Thou shalt not steal.  
 
But one day Jesus came to his town. Zacchaeus wanted to meet him for some 
reason. But he was too small to see him because of the crowd pressing in around 
him. So he ran ahead and climbed up into a sycamore fig tree and waited there for 
Jesus to pass by underneath.  
 
And to his amazement, when Jesus got to where he was, he looked up, and said:  

‘Zacchaeus, come down, I must go to your house for tea.’ 
This man, ate and drank with sinners. He welcomed them gladly. 
That night Zacchaeus couldn’t wait to get home and welcome Jesus into his home 
and into his heart. And the evidence was his repentance. 
He promised to give away half of what he owned to the poor. And he promised to 
pay back four times more than he had taken to anyone he had stolen from. 
 
What had he done? He had just exercised repentance towards God, and faith in 
our Lord Jesus Christ, and in that moment he was saved by God’s grace.  
He was right with God! (cf. Acts 20) 
 
And what did Jesus say:  ‘Today salvation has come to this house.’ 
And then he added this:  ‘For this man too is a son of Abraham.’ 
 
Zacchaeus had entered in to the blessings that had been promised to Abraham 
away back in Genesis 12. He now was a son of Abraham, by faith, not because he 
had kept the Law. He was saved because he had put his faith in Jesus. Have you? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 


