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A world without walls 

Galatians 3.23-29 

 

Irene Zimmerman wrote this poem in Women Un-Bent 

In Bethlehem a baby’s cry shatters the barriers. 

Women, men of every creed, culture, race 

Gaze across the rubbled walls in wonder, 

Finding every face luminous with godliness.  

 

But the remnants of the walls are still with us. Sometimes the pieces are so big and wide that it seems 

as if the baby had not been born at all. A man is mercilessly dragged behind a pickup truck because of 

his race. There are still places in the world where girl babies are thrown away and people are denied 

basic human rights because they are female. And in other places people are forced to work unpaid, 

like slaves, in the most demeaning of labours.  

 

At other times we encounter piles of rubble that some people can get beyond but they remind us that 

there is still work to do in dismantling the walls. Studies in NZ show that while 46% of the workforce 

are women they only make up 19% of chief executives and managing directors, and the percentage is 

falling. No wonder they talk of a glass ceiling 

 

Sometimes the odd bit of rubble trips us up unexpectedly. We might realise that when we heard the 

word ‘doctor’ or ‘lawyer’ or ‘professor’ or ‘minister’ we assumed, like the parishioners in Dibley 

when the new vicar arrived, it would be a man. The subtle stereotyping of certain ethnic groups in the 

media, such as Asian drivers…  , escapes our attention. We might be unaware that our language, our 

behaviour or the physical arrangement of our churches can cause some people to feel excluded or at 

least second class. 

 

The remnants of the walls are still with us. Ethnic and socioeconomic differences in our day might 

need different labels – pakeha and Maori, palangi and Pacific Island, Kiwi and Asian, or rich and 

poor, worker and beneficiary – however the gender difference still follows the same label, male and 

female. 

 

You see the world into which Jesus came, the world in which the early church was birthed, was a 

world in which almost every sphere of social life was divided into certain pairs of opposites, in which 

one side had all the advantages and the other none. Jew/Gentile, slave/ freeperson, male/female.  

 The Gentiles had all the advantages over the Jews and so the Jews took refuge in their special 

relationship with God which they believed privileged them. 

 Likewise slaves and their free masters were consigned to roles where power and authority went to 

masters and slaves had no rights whatsoever. 

 The same was true for men and women, especially in the household, where women were 

subordinated in every way to their husbands as “master of the household.” And it was clearly 

believed women were inferior to men.  

 

So Socrates was grateful that he was born a human being and not a beast (slaves were regarded as 

beasts), next a man and not a woman, thirdly a Greek and not a barbarian.” And for a Jewish man the 

three blessings that occur at the beginning of a Jewish prayer “Blessed be He that He did not make me 

a Gentile: blessed be He that He did not make me a slave: blessed be He that He did not make me a 

woman.” The very three categories that Paul mentions here. 

 

For those who were here a fortnight ago when we looked at the 1
st
 chapter of Galatians, hopefully you 

will remember we saw that Paul came to understood that what Jesus came to show us is that through 

him, especially through his death and resurrection, God is not just the particular God of Israel but the 

God of the whole world and was creating a new family, one new human community, which no longer 

included only Jews, but all people from everywhere on only one criteria, that of faith in Jesus Christ.  
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And in the first part of this 3
rd

 chapter he has explained that just as Abraham was declared righteous 

with God because of his faith, so the true heirs of Abraham are not just those physically descended 

from Abraham and Sarah, but all those who share Abraham’s faith, whether they are Jew or Gentile, 

and so are part of God’s one family. And that’s the battle he has been fighting with some 

troublemakers in Galatia who were trying to say Paul has got things wrong and the real gospel is that 

you have to become Jews and keep all the Jewish laws and customs to really belong to God’s people.  

 

And so we come to this text, which has been identified as the high point of the letter. One scholar 

heads it up as “the death of one world and the advent of another” and another claims the language 

describes “a radically reshaped social world.” It is a world in which all these old divisions, barriers, 

walls which put one person in one privileged social category and another in a different disadvantaged 

category on the basis of birth no longer existed. This widens the scope of the gospels reach beyond the 

wall of ethnic divide to declare that in God’s new world we are all, regardless of ethnicity/culture, 

socioeconomic status or gender, children of God, all one, all heirs of God’s promise to Abraham. In 

other words in this new world defined by this text, which has been described as the “magna carta of 

humanity”, all are on equal standing, all have the same status. 

 

Now how this comes about, who it is who belong to this new radical egalitarian community, is also 

equally clear in our text. It is through faith in Jesus Christ, you… who have been baptised into 

Christ… are in Christ Jesus… belong to Jesus Christ. Those who are God’s children, who belong 

to God’s family, is no longer determined by ethnicity, whether you were born a Jew or not, as it was 

in the old world ruled over by the law, it is now determined by one criteria alone, whether you have 

faith in Jesus Christ, God’s firstborn and therefore are Christ’s sister or brother and God’s child in this 

new family brought into being by Jesus. Those old distinctions largely fixed by birth no longer 

determine a person’s destiny, or role or status in this new community. This is the new world God has 

begun to create through the baby born in Bethlehem. 

 

Now to be a little technical for a minute, one of the arguments that some use for avoiding the radical 

implications of this passage, is to argue that Paul is only talking here about who might be saved, or 

justified, to use language he uses elsewhere in the letter. He is saying that salvation, entry into the 

people of God, is no longer just for Jews, but open to Gentiles also. He is not saying anything about 

how they are to relate to and treat each other. But two things count against that.  

 If that was Paul’s argument why include the other categories. Jews who were slaves were also 

part of the people of Israel even though in an inferior status, as were women. They were already 

included. The point Paul is making must be more than that.  

 Secondly most scholars now agree that Paul’s big concern in Galatians, as indeed in most of his 

letters, is not about who is justified, saved, but rather about what the nature of the community of 

the new people of God is. .  

And his argument is that as all who belong to that community, the church, do so on the same basis, 

through faith in Christ or baptism into Christ, that is his body, so all are there on the same standing, all 

are equal, all are one. As is often said ‘the ground is level at the foot of the cross.’ You are all one in 

Christ Jesus. This is Paul’s over riding passion throughout his writing. In the 2
nd

 part of chapter 2, as 

well as in Ephesians 2, he argues that this gives you a whole new identity, that of being in Christ, 

which makes irrelevant all your other identities. All of you, Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and 

female, are together the one people of God on the basis of your common faith in Christ and reception 

of the same Spirit. There is no distinction, no favoured group, no privileges given to one group and 

denied to the other. 

 

So what does this mean for how we live this out and structure our common life together? FF Bruce, a 

conservative Brethren scholar of last century, writes on this text  

Now here is a strange thing. When it said of the two preceding distinctions [that they 

disappear] it commands ready agreement: when it is said of the distinction between male and 

female, it is apt to elicit a 'Yes but...'. No  more restriction is implied in Paul's equalising of 

the status of male and female in Christ than in his equalising of the status of Jew and Gentile, 
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or of slave and free person… if a Gentile may exercise spiritual leadership in church as freely 

as a Jew, or a slave as freely as a citizen, why not a woman as freely as a man? 

 

Now fortunately one hears the “yes but” to exclude women expressed in a formal way less often today 

than a few decades ago, and certainly the Presbyterian Church in NZ formally levelled the playing 

field some time ago, although it still raises its head in some sections from time to time. But to what 

extent do our informal procedures and the cultures we have developed continue to exclude, or at least 

limit, the involvement of women. Perhaps the percentage of women ministers we have, indeed the 

percentage of interns our churches send to us at Knox who are female, or the makeup of many of our 

sessions and boards continue to indicate we still have some way to go? 

 

It is helpful to look at what the early churches did with this potentially explosive teaching in the 

highly structured and hierarchical world they existed in. Obviously as a tiny marginal majority in a 

nondemocratic empire they did not have the power to change those structures. It is estimated that 

perhaps as many as 33% of the population were slaves and so we do not find endeavours to abolish 

the institution of slavery. But we do find endeavours to transform what it meant. And so in Philemon 

Paul argues that a slave is actually a brother or sister in Christ (not a chattel) and should be treated as 

such and he even requests Philemon to set Onesimus free. And the evidence indicates it is likely that 

in the early church slaves were leaders, and their owners submitted to their leadership in the context 

of the church. And of course this set in line a trajectory that led committed Christians in Britain and 

the US to champion the movement that eventually abolished the institution itself. 

 

Can we say the same about women. Again we need to remember that the early church existed in an 

incredibly patriarchal society and unlike us simply did not have the power to change those social 

structures. But we find Paul in 1 Corinthians 7 arguing for equality in marriage relationships. And 

where they could make change, in the life of the church, we find his practice is quite remarkable in 

that context. For a start they were spoken about in positive and affirming ways, rather than the 

condescending and rude ways they were in society at large. In the last chapter of Romans for instance, 

Paul metions 27 persons and 10 of these are women. What he says about a number of these is very 

enlightening.  

 Pheobe is described as a deacon and a benefactor or ‘patron’ who is worthy of respect.  

 He mentions Priscilla and Aquila 6 times and it is notable that on 4 of these occasions Priscilla is 

mentioned first, almost unheard of in that world. Does it mean she was in fact was the team 

leader,  as Chrysostom in the 4
th
 c. indicated, of this couple who Paul calls fellow workers, one of 

the most significant titles he used for church leaders.. 

 Mary, Tryphaena, Tryphosa and Persis all of whom are described in terms Paul uses for 

mission leaders such as himself. 

 Junia, always a female name in Greek literature is prominent among the apostles. . 

Quite a different view of how Paul perceived women than that usually attributed by some on the basis 

of one or two isolated texts taken out of context.  

 

So the evidence seems to be that despite the patriarchal nature of both Jewish and Graeco/Roman 

society, the early Christian church, understood the radical nature of what this new equal basis for all 

in belonging as equally valued members of the people of God in Christ meant, and sought to work that 

out in how they lived their lives together. All of the roles and leadership responsibilities within the 

community were open to everyone, regardless of ethnicity, socioeconomic status or gender. Women 

were involved in all kinds of leadership roles in Paul’s ministry and the churches he founded. 

However over time, as the church grew and became more and more part of the established culture, so 

those same divisions and structures that existed in the world, particularly its patriarchy came into the 

church, and was often written into its procedures and lived out in its practice. So it became an 

institution dominated by and led by men. 

 

It took the church 18 centuries to fully live out what Paul’s abolition of the slave and free distinction 

meant, even if it is still practiced in some socioeconomic categories. And all around the place we still 
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find people of some particular different ethnic and cultural group treated in second class ways, even 

though it is no longer legally acceptable. We still face some challenges in this regard, particular with 

what some have regarded as our blindness to the white or European sense of privilege many of us still 

hold. And I need to add I think there are some particular challenges for us as a Presbyterian Church in 

NZ in that regard, which call for changes in both our structures and attitudes, something I have written 

quite extensively on recently.  

 

But perhaps the area we are slowest of all to work out the full implications of is Paul’s final category, 

that in Christ there is neither male nor female, and everyone should be treated equally and given the 

same access to the full potentiality of community life. While in many cases this has been made 

formally so, the walls of exclusion are often now informal and cultural, our language, our 

assumptions, our biases, our relationships and it is to these invisible barriers we must attend if the 

vision for the new community, the new people of God that Jesus came and died and rose again to 

begin, that Paul sets out so gloriously in this text, is to be finally and fully lived out in our midst.  

 

 

 

 


