Christmas According to Paul #1

“At Just The Right Time”

Galatians 4:4-5

Timing is everything. Whether it is hitting the dramatic moment or delivering a comedic line, the right timing can make the difference between success and failure. According to Scripture, the most important even in human history happened at just the right time.

As we begin the Advent season, an opportunity to prepare ourselves for the celebration of Christ’s birth, I invite you to turn to Paul’s letter to the Galatians, chapter 4. I realize this is a bit unorthodox. While the apostle’s exploits and writings garner a lot of attention throughout the year, we generally don’t hear from Paul during our Christmas celebrations. Usually we turn to Matthew’s or Luke’s accounts of the birth of Jesus. In our evening services this year, we will focus on John’s take on Christ’s coming to earth from the first chapter of his gospel. But Paul?

Though it is true that Paul does not mention it often, the birth of Christ does appear in his letters that comprise a significant portion of the New Testament. Over the next four weeks I want to consider some of these in a series I am calling, “Christmas According to Paul.”

I also want to confess at the start that this message was very much influenced by a Christmas sermon I heard preached over forty years ago in my home church in Ohio. Our pastor called the message, “In the Very Nick of Time,” based on Galatians 4:4-5.
 I had the pleasure of listening to that message again this past week, thankful that my father had recorded so many sermons in those days and that I still have a number of them.

Paul writes in Galatians 4:4-5, “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.” The King James Version starts verse 4, “In the fullness of time.” We might say, “…in the nick of time,” meaning it wasn’t too early or too late, but just the right time.
 The origin of the phrase “in the nick of time” can be traced back to the 1500s, when the term “nick” signified “the critical moment.” The phrase was initially just “in the nick,” and it referred to performing an action at the precise instant it was due.

Literally Paul’s words say, “in the time that was appointed by the Father,” or “when He saw fit.” This shows that God never has to hurry; His plan is scheduled according to time.
 And His timing is always right. As Tony Evans observes, “God brings about His promises and plans in His perfect timing.”

People often scratch their heads and wonder, “If Jesus is so important for salvation, why did He wait so long to come?” That is, why didn’t He come right after Adam and Eve sinned? Why did He delay until the world was in such a mess?

Others have argued from the opposite direction: “If the message of Jesus’ death and resurrection is essential for salvation, why didn’t He wait to come until the advent of mass media so His followers could proclaim an undisputable version of His words and works to the maximum number of people?” After all, it would be much more difficult for people to doubt a video of His resurrection on YouTube than ancient written accounts.

Paul answers both objections about the timing of Christ’s coming. The phrase “fullness of the time” in Galatians 4:4 corresponds to the “date set by the father” in verse 2. In God’s infinite wisdom and providence over the affairs of history, Jesus Christ came at just the right time—not a minute too soon, not a moment too late.
 Let’s examine how.
The Prepared Ingredients

First we consider the prepared ingredients. Baked goods is one of the highlights of the holiday season—a few years ago a song was recorded called “Christmas Cookies”—and anyone who bakes knows how important it is to have the right ingredients in the right amounts. Otherwise the results can be inedible. 

God is a God of history, and He was certainly at work from the time of creation on. Everything He did in the Old Testament pointed toward the ultimate fulfillment of His promises in the sending of His Son to earth. For our purposes this morning, I want to consider the six centuries before Christ’s birth and the critical elements that prepared the way for Jesus to be born “at just the right time.”

The events of the first 200 years in question are recorded in the Old Testament, while approximately 400 years elapsed between the last prophet—Malachi—and the birth of Christ. This is called the “intertestamental period,” sometimes referred to as the “silent” years, though they were anything but silent. The events of these years would shape the world of the New Testament, paving the way for the coming of the Messiah.

The first prepared ingredient was the religious atmosphere of the time. In 586 bc, the Babylonians invaded Judah, destroying Jerusalem and the Temple, and exiling a large number of Jews far from their homeland for a period of 70 years. The Babylonian Captivity brought about a sorrow like none other for the Jewish people. But out of this disaster came three results: a) monotheism; b) the canon of the Old Testament under Ezra; and c) the synagogues were organized where the Scriptures were taught and messianic hopes were cultivated.

If you know the Old Testament at all, you know how much the Israelites struggled with worshiping other gods. Even though they suffered serious consequences for their idolatry, they kept returning to their sinful ways. But after the Babylonian Captivity, the Jews became monotheistic, meaning they worshiped one God, and one God only. 

Toward the end of the fifth century bc, Ezra the scribe (for whom the book of Ezra is named) codified the Hebrew Scriptures and developed a painstaking practice of copying the Scriptures by hand with precision unmatched by other ancient literature. Over these years the Scriptures became so important that the Jews could aptly be described as “the people of the Book.”
 

During the exile, Israel was cut off from the Temple, their center of worship. When they returned from the exile, they brought with them the synagogue, a local hub of instruction, fellowship, and worship, so that Judaism became a faith that could be practiced wherever the Torah could be carried. The emphases on personal piety and a relationship with God, which characterized synagogue worship, not only helped preserve Judaism but also prepared the way for the Christian gospel.

In addition to the religious ingredients, the world was prepared culturally for the coming of Christ. Alexander the Great conquered the known world around 330 bc. The whole world spoke one language (Greek), and the Hebrew Scriptures were translated into Greek (the Septuagint) that was read around the world.
 It would be difficult to overestimate the influence of the Septuagint. It made the Scriptures available both to the Jews who no longer spoke their ancestral language and to the entire Greek-speaking world. It later became the Bible of the early church.

Politically, the Roman Empire brought about stability in government, a nearly worldwide peace called the Pax Romana, and a transportation system throughout the known world through which the Gospel would be spread. But with the wealth and ease of living came corruption, scandal, and immorality seemingly without limits.
 At the same time, the old mythological gods of Greece and Rome were losing their hold on the common people, so that the hearts and minds of men everywhere were hungry for a religion that was real and satisfying.
 The Roman world was in great expectation, waiting for a Deliverer, when Jesus was born. Religious bankruptcy and spiritual hunger were everywhere. God was preparing the world for the arrival of His Son.

So, at the perfect crossroads of human history, Jesus Christ became the center of human history. At just the right intersection of religion, politics, culture, and spiritual yearning, Jesus brought about a revolution that would change the world forever.

The Perfect Instrument

This brings us to Jesus, the perfect instrument in God’s plan. Galatians 4:4 says, “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law…” Notice that God “sent” His Son. This has the connotation of one who intimately belonged to the place from which he was sent.
 This means that Jesus pre-existed in Heaven before coming to earth. As Micah 5:2 said of the Messiah, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.” The phrase “from ancient times” can also be translated “from days of eternity,” further indicating Jesus’ eternal nature as God the Son. In light of Paul’s other references to the preexistence of the Son (see 1 Cor 8:6; Php 2:5–8; Col 1:15–17), we may also see here an affirmation of the deity of Jesus.

The next phrase, however, underscores the human nature of Jesus: “born of a woman.” This unusual phrase for the ancient world, where only the father was usually recognized, speaks of His supernatural conception. 
 The ancient promise said that the Messiah would be of “the woman’s seed” (an even more unusual phrase found in Genesis 3:15); and Jesus fulfilled that promise, as seen in Isaiah 7:14 and Matthew 1:18–25.
 As David Stern points out in the Jewish New Testament Commentary, “This is as close as [Paul] comes to saying anything about the virgin birth of [Jesus].”

Paul then describes Christ’s coming as “born under law.” What does that mean? Some translations read, “born under the law,” but no definite article exists in the original Greek.
 I don’t believe Paul is referring to an age or dispensation of law here, since the whole concept of dispensations are a human construct not found in Scripture. Nor do I see this as “in subjection to the system which results from perverting the Torah into legalism,” as Stern suggests.
 Rather, as another scholar writes,
To be born under law also means to experience the curse of the law against all who fail to observe all that the law requires. Although Jesus did fulfill all the requirements of the law, He still experienced all the conditions of sinful humanity under the curse of the law. He was subject to temptations, suffering, loneliness, and finally, on the cross, God-forsakenness and death… By taking the obligation and curse of the law upon Himself, He set us free from both the obligation and the curse of the law.

Throughout His life Jesus perfectly fulfilled the righteousness of the law. So the divinity of Christ, the humanity of Christ and the righteousness of Christ uniquely qualified Him to be man’s redeemer. If He had not been human, He could not have redeemed humanity. If He had not been a righteous human, He could not have redeemed unrighteous humans. And if He had not been God’s Son, He could not have redeemed humans for God or made them the children of God.
 And so Jesus was the perfect instrument to carry out the Father’s plan.

The Primary Intention

This brings us to the primary intention, addressing the question, “Why did God do all this?” The answer to that is found in verse 5, “…to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.” God the Son came to earth and became human to redeem mankind from sin and to adopt us as sons and daughters. This is the real meaning of Christmas!
 Notice that God’s purpose was both to “redeem” and to “adopt”; not just to rescue from slavery, but to make slaves into sons.

Redeem is the same word Paul used in Galatians 3:13 meaning, “to set free by paying a price.”
 The purpose of Christ’s coming was to buy out of slavery. So Jesus, by His perfect life and sacrificial death, purchased us from the slave block of sin. Now we’re no longer slaves but sons and daughters of God.
 “Adoption” comes from two Greek words meaning, “placing” and “son.” To be adopted is to be “placed as part of the family.”
 

The two verbs in verse 5, “redeem” and “receive,” present both sides of our relationship with God: God has already acted in history to set us free; for our lives to be changed by his action we need to respond in faith. Our response to God’s action is depicted here as receiving “the full rights of sons.”

Yet this new relationship as children of God is more than positional; it is also experiential. Not only did God declare us righteous and, as it were, sign the legal documents to call us His children; He also gave us His Holy Spirit to seal our sonship and to give us the ability to call on Him in prayer as our loving Father. Note Galatians 4:6-7, “Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.’ So you are no longer a slave, but a son; and since you are a son, God has made you also an heir.” The Aramaic word Abba is a term of familiar affection for the head of the household, emphasizing that we have become God’s children and enjoy an intimate relationship with Him. Interestingly, the term is used elsewhere in the New Testament when Christ Himself refers to God the Father as His “Abba,” as in Mark 14:36. By virtue of our being “in Christ”, we, too, can call God “Abba” and have a personal, familial relationship with Him through the Holy Spirit.

The Greek verbs translated “sent” in verse 4 and “sent” in verse 6 are the same Greek word and in the same tense. First, God sent His Son into the world; secondly, He sent His Spirit into our hearts. Thus, God’s purpose was not only to secure our sonship by His Son, but to assure us of it by His Spirit. He sent His Son that we might have the status of sonship, and He sent His Spirit that we might have an experience of it.

All of this was done “just at the right time.” The conditions were just right for God the Son to come to earth. I would say the conditions are just right for Jesus to come back to earth—not as a baby but as a conquering king. The world was not ready for His first coming…are you ready for His second coming?
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