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The "seed of Abraham" in Galatians 3:29 seems to imply 
that Gentile Christians partly fulfill promises· given to 
Abraham and to his natural seed and are therefore a part of 
Israel. In general, covenant theologians claim to interpret 
Galatians 3 in a literal sense, with verses such as Galatians 
3:29 affirming equality of the Church and Israel. Dispensa­
tionalists claim that the "seed of Abraham" is spiritual and 
receives the same spiritual blessing promised to Abraham. 

Historically, the Galatian recipients were predomi­
nantly Gentile converts and not Jewish-Christians. There­
fore, when Paul states "ye are the seed of Abraham" (Gal 3: 
29), he has the Gentile in mind. Thus, the immediate context, 
which includes at least Galatians 3 and ·4, must be examined. 
Galatians 3:7-9,16,28; 4:21-31 show that Gentiles, Jews (be­
lieving), and Christ are all "seed of Abraham." An extended 
context includes key passages in Romans (e.g., 4:11-16; 9:1-
8) which illustrate that the "seed" are Christians irrespec­
tive of race. In New Testament usage, an~p~a (seed) is only 
used in a literal sense once, while "offspring'' of Abraham 
has the prevalent usage. But this does not mean that Gentiles 
are physical "offspring" of Abraham. Dispensationalists and 
most covenant theologians understand the "offspring" as spir­
itual. These spiritual "offspring" are heirs of the 
E:nayy e:A. Cav (promise) . The primary biblical usage of ''promise" 
is "God's promise," and in this context is salvation through 
faith in Christ. Yet, covenant theologians argue that if 
Israel is the "seed of Abraham," and Christians are the "seed 
of Abraham," then Israel and the Church are equal. They often 
use Romans 11 and the figure of the Olive Tree to support this 
contention. 

The heart of the difference between the two theological 
viewpoints is interpretation principles. Covenant theologians 
use an analogy of interpretation, in which the Old Testament 
is interpreted in light . of the New Testament and the spiritual 
takes precedence over the natural. Antithetically, the dis­
pensationalist claims to use the grammatical-historical inter­
pretation principle consistently throughout Scripture. This 
principle shows Israel and the Church are distinct. Covenant 
interpretation principles can show that Israel and the Church 
are equal, but this is only affirmed and not proved by Gala­
tians 3:29. 
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INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

Paul wrote to the Galatians: "And if you belong 

to Christ, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs accord­

ing to proinise 11 (Gal 3:29) . 1 The "seed of Abraham" (Author-

ized Version) has been a subject of much debate throughout 

the centuries since Paul penned these words under the influ-

ence of the Holy Spirit. There seems to be an implication 

that Gentile Christians are part of the fulfillment of 

promises given to Abraham and to his natural seed and are 

therefore a part of Israel. 

Those who have had religious training in the Re­

formed tradition, this author included, have customarily 

accepted covenant theology and amillennialism without 

question. They accept the covenant relationship between 

God and His people, with the first Covenant teaching one 

way of salvation (works) and the second Covenant another 

(grace), with no distinction between Israel and the Church. 

This author had always understood the first Covenant to be 

the Old Testament and the second Covenant to be the New 

Testament, but this is not exactly what is taught by cov-

enant theologians as will be illustrated. 

1All Scripture quotations are from the NASB, unless 
otherwise specified. 
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There are therefore two systems of theology at 

stake in the interpretation of this verse. The dispensa­

tionalist who attempts to take the Bible literally is forced 

to accept the "seed of Abraham" as spiritual. The covenant 

theologian who spiritualizes many passages takes Galatians 3 

in a literal sense and points the finger at the dispensa­

tionalist for being inconsistent • . Concurrently, the ani.il­

lennial covenanttheologian has to treat the material bless­

ings as conditional in order to have Israel and the Church 

equal. In the eschatological system of the dispensation­

alist, the material blessings are dealt with as · being future. 

But it can be demonstrated that there is a spiritual "seed 

of Abraham" which receives the spiritual blessing, without 

a requirement that Israel and the Church are equal. 



CHAPTER I 

THE BACKGROUND OF GALATIANS 3:29 

This chapter will attempt to provide the necessary 

background material before an indepth study of its problem 

is examined. It is especially important that a determina-

tion of the recipients of the Galatian Epistle be made. At 

least one commentator believes that Paul wrote Galatians to 

Judaizers who were Jewish-Christians from Jerusalem and who 

evidently had made known their concern about Paul's liberal 

treatment of the Jewish law. 1 It is obvious that if the 

Galatian-Christians were Jews, then they are indeed the 

"seed of Abraham" and there is no problem. 

The Historical Setting o·f Galatians 

The Recipients 

In Galatians 1:2, Paul addresses his recipients with 

"to the churches of Galatia." It is a group of churches 

that is being addressed by Paul, not just one. These recip-

ients are all called Galatians (cf. Gal 3:1). That these 

Galatians were predominantly Gentile converts is implied 

from select passages of the Epistle. Galatians 4:8 states 

!James L. Blevins, "The Problem in Galatia," ReView 
and Expositor 69:4 (Fall 1972) :457. 

3 
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that "when you did not know God, you were slaves to those 

which by nature are no gods." This points to Gentile 

idolaters and not religious Jews. Paul also writes: 

"Those who desire to make a good showing in the flesh try 

to compel you to be circumcised, ... " {Gal 6:12). One 

would assume that Jews had already been circumcised. Gala-

tians 6:12 (cf. 3:10-12) also indicates that Judaizers were 

present in the churches, and being familiar with the law, 

were probably Jewish converts. 1 

At the time Galatians was written, Galatia had two 

possible meanings. First, it was used as the name of a 

Roman province. As such, it included Galatia, part of Ly­

caonia, southeastern Phrygia, and part of Pisidia. 2 Second-

ly, it referred to the northern district of Galatia which 

was ethnic instead of political. Ethnic Galatia was named 

after the Gauls, Celtic tribes who had settled in the area 

3 in the early part of the third century B.C. 

From the above two possibilities there has devel-

oped a North-Galatian and a South-Galatian theory. The 

South-Galatian theory proposes that Paul is referring to 

the Roman province of Galatia and therefore the recipients 

are the churches established by Paul and Barnabas during 

1n. Edmond Hiebert, The Paulit1e Ep istles, val. 2 
in An Introduction to· the New Tes'tam:ent (Chicago: Moody 
Press, 1954), pp. 71-2. 

2Merrill C. Tenney, New Tes·t·a:m:e:nt Times (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1965), 
pp. 240-41. 

3Hiebert, Pau·line Ep istles, pp. 72-3. 
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the first missionary journey (cf. Acts 13:13-14:23). This 

view received its strongest support from William Ramsay1 in 

the last century and modern scholarship has been moving in 

this direction. 2 The North-Galatia theory holds that Paul 

established churches in north or ethnic Galatia during his 

second missionary journey. In Acts 16:6, Luke states that 

"they passed through the Phrygian and Galatian region, hav-

ing been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in 

Asia. 11 Advocates state that this verse refers to ethnic 

Galatia ~nd that Paul again visited this region on his third 

3 missionary journey (cf. Acts 18:23). In support of this 

second view is the Church Fathers 4 and the well-known J. B. 

Lightfoot. 5 

The arguments for both the North- and South-Galatia 

views are quite complex with attempts to synchronize places 

and events in the book of Acts with the context of the Gala-

tian epistle. No attempt, although quite interesting, will 

be made to cover these arguments. This author agrees with 

Hiebert who concludes that "Fortunately, neither the value 

1william Ramsay, St. Paul the Traveller and the Ro-
man Citizen (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1894), p. 124. 

2Hiebert, Pauline EJ.?is'tles, pp. 7 4-5. 

3Ibid., p. 74. 

4Herman N. Ridderbos, The Ep'istle of Paul to the 
Churches o·f · Gal·atia, NICNT (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerd­
mans Publishing Company, 1953), pp. 22-23. 

5J. B. Lightfoot, Saint· Paul's Epistle to the 
Galatians (reprint ed., Gr_a_n-==d:--::R=-a-p-~'· d-:;-s-:--=z="'o~n-d-::;-e-r_v_a_n--:P=-u.....,b~lishing 
House, 1957), pp. 1-35. 
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of the epistle or its interpretation is seriously affected 

• . • not a liberal versus conservative controversy • • • 

rather a question of historical and biographical interest." 1 

Authorship and Date 

That Paul is the author of this epistle has rarely 

been questioned. There is both ample internal and exter-

nal evidence to the fact. Internally, Paul's name appears 

in the salutation (Gal 1:1) where he refers to himself as 

an apostle of Jesus Christ. Much of what follows in chapters 

one and two is autobiographical in nature. Paul relates: 

"For you have heard of my former manner of life in Judaism, 

how I used to persecute the Church of God beyond measure, 

." (Gal l:l3). If this did not refer to Paul (cf. Acts 

8:3, 22:4,5; 26:9.;,.11), then it would have referred to some-

one with a similar background. Galatians has a personal 

tone to it throughout as shown by: "Behold I, Paul, say 

to you ." (Gal 5:2) within the body of the epistle it-

self. And finally, in the conclusion, the author refers to 

his suffering with: "I bear on my body the brand-marks of 

Jesus" (Gal 6:17) • 2 

External evidence also supports Pauline authorship. 

Tenney states that: "even among the so-called heretics of 

1Hiebert, Paulin·e Ep istles, p. 8 0. 

2Merrill c. Tenney, Galatian·s: The Charter of Chris­
tian Liberty (Grand Rapids: W~lliam B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1950), pp. 42-4. 
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the second century, such as Marcion, Galatians was recog-

nized as Pauline, and the Muratorian Canon (c. A.D. 180) 

and Eusebius' list (c. A.D. 325) contain it." 1 The Church 

Fathers advocated the same. Irenaeus (A.D. 120-202) quot-

ing from Galatians 4:8,9, wrote: "And the Apostle Paul 

also, saying, 'For though ye have served them which are no 

gods; ye now know God, or rather, are known of God; , .. 2 

Also, Clement of Alexandria {A.D. 153-193-217) quotes Gala~ 

tians 4:19 and attributes it to Paul: "Wherefore Paul also, 

writing to the Galatians, says: 'My little children, with 

whom I travail in birth again until Christ be formed in 

you.'" 3 Other examples could be cited, but there is little 

doubt that the early Church believed Galatians to be Pauline 

and accepted it as canonical. 

Dating of Galatians is also complex, with very 

little unanimity of opinion. Some would date the epistle 

as early as 47 A.D. and before the Jerusalem Committee of 

inquiry met to discuss the issue of the Gentiles being obli­

gated to observe Jewish law. 4 Others feel that Galatians is 

1 Ibid., p. 44. 

2Irenaeus, "Irenaeus Against Heresies, Book III," in 
vol. 1 of ANF, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (re­
printed., Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1979), p. 420. 

3clement of Alexandria, "The Stromata, or Miscellan­
ies," in val. 2 of ANF, ed. Ale:xander Roberts and James Don­
aldson (reprint .ed., Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Pub­
lishing Company, 1979), p. 400. 

4
Donald Gutherie, "The Letters," in Eerdm:ans' Hand­

book to the Bible, ed. David Alexander and Patricia Alexander 
{Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1973), 
p. 601. 
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a very mature letter with a parallel theme to the Book of 

Romans. They also note that there seems to be no hint of 

a problem in the Galatian churches during the first two 

missionary journeys. Dating in this case falls between 54 

1 and 58 A.D. 

A third group of commentators, including Jerome and 

Lightfoot, believe that Galatians was written from Rome as 

a prison epistle. A basis for this is that: "The epigraph 

E:yp<i<Pn an6 PWllTl~ is found in several MSS., as B2 , K, L, the 

t S . d . . .. 2 wo yr~ac an Copt~c vers~ons. The complexity of deter-

mining a date is demonstrated by Eadie who gives eleven 

pages to the subject. 3 

The Context of Ga·l ·atians 3:29 

There are some portions of Scripture in which a 

consideration of context is of no help in the interpretation 

of a verse, phrase, word, etc., but such is not the case 

with Galatians 3:29. The "seed of Abraham" is both an Old 

Testament and New Testament concept. Therefore, a considera-

tion of the immediate and extended context will be attempted. 

1J. Lawrence Eason, The New Bible Survey (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1963), pp. 439-41. 

2John . Eadie, A Comrnen·tary on the Greek Text of the 
Ep istle of Pau"l to· the Galat·ians, vol. 1 in The· ·John Eadie 
Greek Tex·t· Comrnentar·ies (reprint ed., Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1979), p. li. 

3rbid., pp. 1-lxi. 
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Imtn:ediate Context 

As a general hermeneutical principle, it is: "the 

first responsibility of every interpreter • • • to note 

carefully what precedes and what follows any verse or pas­

sage which he is interpreting."l There is some disagreement 

among commentators as to the limits of the verses included 

in the context of Galatians 3:29. Most place Galatians 

. . 2 . th 3:29 1.n the context of 3:1 to 4:31, wh1.le a few extend e 

3 limits from 3:1 to 5:12. But all would agree that this 

passage deals with the theme of justification by faith apart 

from works of law. 

There are several verses in this context which con-

tribute to an understanding of Galatians 3:29. Paul writes 

in Galatians 3: 7 that "it is those who .· are of faith who are 

sons of Abraham." He then adds, "And the Scripture, fore-

seeing that . God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preach-

ed the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, 'All the nations 

shall be blessed in you' ••. those who are of faith are 

blessed with Abraham, the believer'' (Gal 3:8,9). At face 

value, it would appear that Paul is saying that faithful 

1A. Berkeley Mickelsen, Interp reting the Bible 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1963), p. 102. 

2william Hendriksen, Exp·osition of Galatians 1 New 
Testament eommen·tary (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,--
1968), pp. 23-24. 

3Herman N. Ridderbos 1 ''The Epistle of Paul to the 
Churches of Galatia," trans. Henry Zylstra, in NICNT, ed. 
F. F. Bruce (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1953), p. 109. · 
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Gentiles are Abraham's sons. He continues, "Now the prom­

ises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. He does not 

say, 'And to seeds,' as referring to many, but rather to 

one, 'And to your seed,' that is, Christ" (Gal 3:16). Re­

gardless of how one feels about how Paul uses "seed" in this 

verse, it is obvious that he is saying that Christ is the 

one true seed of Abraham. 

Concerning Galatians 3:16 and Paul•s use of "se~d" 

in a singular sense, it may well be that God expected Abra­

ham to understand it as such. In Genesis 17:20,211 God 

revealed to Abraham, "And as for Ishmael, I have heard you; 

behold, I will bless him, and will make him fruitful, • 

I will make him a great nation. · But My covenant I will es­

tablish with Isaac, . . " The singular "seed" Isaac was 

to receive God's special covenant blessing (cf. Gen 21:12); 

Rom 5:7). This narrowing down process of one "seed" con­

tinued with the next generation as Jacob received the bless­

ing instead of Esau (Gen 25:23, cf. 27:27-29). But Abraham 

himself must have known that from himwould come the ulti­

mate singular "seed." ·Jesus revealed to the Jews, "Your 

father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and 

was glad" (Jn 8:56, cf. Heb 11:13). The Jews of Jesus• day 

who knew the Old Testament and the writings of the prophets 

knew that the ultimate blessing rested in one person, the 

promised Messiah (Matt 2:4-6). So Paul, in Galatians 3:16, 



ll 

was illustrating how "seed" was understood by the patriarch 

Abraham. 1 

As the verses in context grow even closer to Gala-

tians 3:29, Paul writes, "There is neither Jew nor Greek, 

there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male 

nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus" (Gal 3:28). 

The significance of this statement is perhaps missed in this 

day of equal rights. But in Paul's day: 

Jew and Greek are in reciprocal alienation; bond and 
free are separated by a great gulf; to the male much 
was accorded in prerogative which is denied to the 
female, such as the ordinances on which the Judaists 
insisted; • • • Such differences were specially promi­
nent and exclusive in ancient times. 1 Cor Xi. 7-9.2 

This verse, Galatians 3:28, as it breaks down all barriers 

between persons is a fitting introduction to Paul's: "And 

if you belong to Christ, then yo,u are Abraham's offspring 

(seed), .•• " (Gal 3:29). Here Paul is using "seed" in a 

plural sense in contradistinction to the singular sense of 

Galatians 3:16. Whether "seed" is viewed here in a spirit-

ual or in a physical sense, it is obvious that all Chris-

tians, regardless of race or sex, are in view. 

Galatians 4 continues Paul's argument of justifica-

tion by faith as opposed to the works of law. Much of this 

chapter contributes to the understanding of "seed of Abraham" 

and especially to the understanding of "heirs according to 

1Hendriksen, Ga'latians, pp. 134-37. 

2John Eadie, A cornrn:e·ntary on the 'Gr·eek Text of the 
Epistle of PaU:l to ·the Galatiahs, vol. 1 in The· Joh'ri' E'adie 
Greek Text· Commentaries (reprinted., Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1979), p. 288. 
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promise" (Gal 3:29b). Paul's allegorical handling of the 

story of Hagar, Sarah, and their two sons (Gal 4:21-31) 

contributes to the understanding of "seed of Abraham." He 

states, "And you brethren, like Isaac, are children of prom-

ise (Gal 4:28)," which is another way of saying the same 

thing. Meyer is right in saying: 

So, namely, as Isaac was born to Abraham 'in virtue of 
the promise' (v. 23), are Christians by means of divine 
promise also children of Abraham, in virtue of the fact 
that they were promised by God to Abraham as L"Exva, 
'children'; without which promise, having reference to 
them, they would not stand in the relationship of son­
ship to Abraham.l 

Extended Context 

To cover the complete context of Galatians 3:29 

would be a voluminous undertaking and beyond the scope of 

this paper. Nave's Topical Bible, for instance, includes 

this verse under the topics of Abraham, adoption, faith, 

faith in Christ, heir, promises to the righteous, covenant, 

J udaism, false and corrupt minister, and insufficiency of 

works. 2 Therefore, for our purposes, we will consider some 

key New Testament and Old Testament verses. An extended 

discussion of the Abrahamic covenant will be covered in the 

next chapter. 

1Heinrich A. w. Meyer, critic·al an'd Exegeti·cal 
Handbook to ·the Epis·tle· ·t·o· the Ga'latia·ns, in vol. 7. of 
Meye·r •·s Commel1ta·ry o·n ·the New ·Te·s·tame·nt {reprint ed. , Winona 
Lake: Alpha Publications, 1979), p. 210. · 

2orville J. Nave, Nave· • s Topical Bible (McLean: 
MacDonald Publishing Company), p. 1603. 
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Key New Testament Verses 

Perhaps the passages which contribute the most to 

an understanding of Galatians 3:29 are found in Paul's 

epistle to the Romans. Paul writes, "For the promise to 

Abraham or to his descendants that he would be heir of the 

world was not through the Law, but through the righteous-

ness of faith" {Rom 4:13). This verse sets up an anti-

thesis between law and promise. The "law" here is probably 

not the Mosaic law since that came 430 years after Abraham. 1 

But the relevant point is Paul's use of descendants (seed) 

in a plural sense. In this instance, he answers the ques-

tion with, "For this reason it is by faith, that it might 

be in accordance with grace, in order that the promise may 

be certain to all the descendants, .not only to those who 

are of the Law, but also to ·those who are of the faith of 

Abraham, who is the father of us all ..• " (Rom 4:16). 

Concerning this verse in light of Romans 4:11,12, Murray 

states: 

And these verses also establish the denotation as being 
not the natural descendants of Abraham, but all, both of 
the circumcision and the uncircumcision, who are 'of the 
faith of Abraham! (v. 16). The 'promise' is therefore 
that given to all who believe and all who believe are 
Abraham's seed.2 

Romans 9:6-8 also has bearing upon the interpreta­

tion of Galatians 3:29. Here Paul states: 

1John Murray, The· Epis·t'le: ·to th:e Romans 1 NICNT 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1959), pp. 140-41. 

2rbid., p. 142. 



For they are not all Israel who are descended from 
Israel; neither are they all children because they 
are Abraham's descendants, ••• that is, it is not 
the children of the flesh who are children of God, 

14 

but the children of the promise are regarded as descend.;:. 
ants (Rom 9:6-8). 

In the context of these verses (cf. Rom 9:1-5), it is quite 

obvious that Paul is ·here speaking of the natural seed of 

Abraham. When Paul says, "they are not all Israel who ar:e 

des·cended from Israel'' (Rom 9:6) , he can only be speaking 

of ethnic Israel with elect and non-elect within Israel. 

Verse 7 expands upon this denotation with the point that 

being of Abraham's seed does not make one a true child. 1 

Commenting on Romans 9:8, Or. Sproule adds, "The promise is 

a word of GRACE. Divine p romise (not natural birth) is the 

basis ·of belong.ing· t·o Abrahamt·s fa·therhood. " 2 

There· are many other New Testament passages which 

could contribute to our understanding of Galatians 3:29 (cf. 

Matt 3:9; Jn 8:38-40; Rom 15:8; Heb 9:15; 11:8-10,17-19; 

etc.), but the foregoing Romans passages are enough toil­

lustrate that the "seed of Abraham'' are Christians irre-

spective of nationality. 

Excluding for the moment that in God•s divine call 

of Abraham (Gen 12:1-3) there is the promise of a multitude 

1John A. · Sproule~ ... Greek Exegesis: Selections in 
Romans" (Unpublished class notes, Grace Theological Semi­
nary, Fall, 1981), p. 4. 

2rbid. 
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of phys;i.cal descendants (Gen 12: 2a) and a multitude of i .m­

plied spiritual descendants (Gen 12:3b), we find his child­

ren to be few. Abraham's first son, Ishmael, was born to 

Sarai's Egyptian maid when Abram was eighty-six years old 

(Gen 16:1-16). Abraham's second son, Isaac, the son of 

promise, was born to Sarah when Abraham was one hundred 

years old (Gen 31:1-5). After the death of Sarah (Gen 23: 

1-2), "Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah" 

(Gen 25:1). Keturah bore Abraham six more sons sometime 

before Abraham died at the age of one hundred and seventy­

five years (Gen 25:2-8). 

But, in spite of the fact that Abraham had eight 

sons, he knew that his seed would be named through Isaac 

(Gen 21:12). And he knew that even though he would become 

the father of a great ethnic nation through his seed, Isaac 

(Gen 12:2), yet from this line of descendants would come the 

ultimate seed, Christ (Gal 3:16, Jn 8:56). This greatest 

"seed of Abraham" expanded Abraham's descendants to include 

not only physical, but spiritual seed. 

The Grammar a·f Galatians 3:29 

Galatians 3:29--"e:~ oE uue:t' Xpt.cn:-ou <Xpa -roD i\(3pa<l.lJ. 

artEpJ..La ta-rE xat.tnayye:A.~av xA.npov6J..LOL."l 

AV--"and if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's 

seed, and h.eirs according to the promise" (Gal 3:29). 

1 UBSGNT, p. 656. 
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Regarding textual variant readings, none are shown 

by the UBS text, but a l<O.L preCedes 1<a.t in some manuscripts. 

Meyer states that xa.L "is wanting in ABCDE!'{, 89**, and a 

few VSS, and many Fathers, and is expunged by Lackmann, 

Tisch, and Schott; justly, because it was inserted for the 

purpose of connection." 1 But even if xa.L had a high prob-

ability as a variant, it would have little significance in 

the interpretation of Galatians 3:29. 

Semantical Considerations 

Before considering any morphology or syntax of 

Galatians 3:29, it would be well to examine some of the 

semantics behind the three significant nouns in this verse. 

These words are seed (onEpua.), promise (Ena.yyEA.la.v), and 

heirs (xA.~POVOUOL). 

Seed (ontpua.) 

The primary meanings of this word include the seeds 

of plants or the semen of a male. 2 The secondary use is in 

the metaphorical sense. Here . seed is "a residue, or a few 

survivors reserved as the germ of a new race (just as seed 

is kept from the harvest for the sowing), Ro. ix. 29 after 

:ts. i.9 where Sept. for l'l!~, 

1Meyer, Galatians, p. 100. 

2BAGD, p. 761. 

As the product. of 

3c. G. Wilke, c. L. Wilibald Grimm, cla:vis Novi 
Testament.i (A Greek-English Lexicon of the' New Testament), 
translated, revised, and enlarged by Joseph 'HenryThayer 
(New York: American Book Company, 1886), p. 583 (hereafter 
cited as Thayer, Lexicon). 
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semen, onEp~a refers to "seed, children, offspring, progeny; 

family, race, posterity, 

Contrary to the singular use of onEp~a. in the Old 

Testament, it is used with reference "to the spiritual sons 

of Abraham, i.e., those who have faith like his, Ro. 4:16,18 

(Gen 15: 5); .. 2 Kittle points out, that "In this func-

tion, onEp~a is a term for 'what has grown,' 'what is grow-

ing,' 'what is alive,' 'new growth,' and it denotes the 

organic and purposeful structure of the national body; 

.. 3 

In New Testament usage, crn£p~a is used in the 

literal "seed" sense only in the parables (Matt 13:24,27,32, 

37,38). The Sadducees used the term in the sense of "prog-

eny," "offspring," and "child" (Mk 12:19-22). Other non-

Pauline New Testament examples of this transferred sense 

include Abraham's seed (Lk 1:55; Acts 3:25; 7:5,6; Jn 8:33; 

8:37), David's seed (Acts 13:23; Jn 7:42), and the "seed of 

4 the woman" (Rev 12:17) . 

Paul's usage of onEp~a is. also in the transferred 

sense with only one (2 Cor 9:10) example of literal use. He 

refers to the seed of David, Abraham, and Isaac with the "seed 

of Abraham" having the prevalent usage. 5 

1 rbid. 

2BAGD, p. 762. 

3 TDNT, s.v. "one:p~a ," by Gottfried Quell, 7:538. 

4TDNT, s.v. "crne:p~a ," by Siegfried Schulz, 7:545. 

5rbid. 
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Promise (E:na;yye;i\.Cav) 

The primary biblical usage of this word, according 

to BAGD, is "God's promise." 1 It is this usage which. is 

listed for Galatians 3:29 instead of the second meaning of 

"what was promised." 2 However, it is admitted that it is 
3 not always easy to distinguish between the two usages. 

Under the first usage, Thayer adds that it refers to "the 

divine promises of blessing, especially of the benefits of 

salvation by Christ, •.• " 4 

In tracing the etymology of thisword, we find that 

in Greek usage it was originally synonymous with words of 

the form 6.yye;A.-.~ As such, it had the sense of "to indicate 

or to declare." 5 It developed into a term used in the Greek 

court of law meaning: "declaration of a complaint or accu­

sation and delivery of a judgment." 6 The next major transi­

tion of meaning is as we find it in the New Testament. It 

is the sense of "to offer to do something, to vow, or to 

promise." 7 

It is interesting that although Paul uses ~nayye;A.Ca. 

in reference to the Old Testament, it is not the Greek word 

1BAGD, p. 280. 

2rbid. 

4Th.ayer, Lexicon, p. 226. 
5 TDNT, s. v. "e;nayy Ei\.l.a, 1' by J. Schniewind and G. 

Friedrich, 2:576. 

6rbid., 576-7. 

7 Ibid. I 57 7. 
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that we find in the MT and LXX for promise. But, prior to 

Paul, the word had reached a full development as "the prom-

ise of God" in Judaism. Numerous references could be cited, 

such as 3 Maccabees 2:10, Testament of Joseph 20, Psalms of 

Solomon 12:8, and even the relationship of Abraham, promise, 

and Law was found in the Syrian Apocalypse of Baruch 57:2; 

59:2 (100 A.D., although originally Hebrew). These writings 

and other Rabbinic writings show that E:na.yye:A.Ca. has taken 

on an eschatological character. 1 

The importance of the above is seen in the fact that 

Paul had been educated in the best of the Rabbinic schools 

and as such understood the usage of Ena.yye:A.Ca.v. In Paul's 

writings, he developed the idea that "promise" is God's free 

grace. God is able to perform what He promises (Rom 4:21), 

He "gives life to the dead and calls into being that which 

does not exist (Rom 4:17), and He cannot lie (Tit 1:2). 2 

But, in the context of Galatians 3:29, Paul is dealing with 

the mixing of Jewish legalism and the Gospel. He had writ-

ten: "For if the inheritance is based on law, it is no long-

er based on a promise; but God has granted it to Abraham by 

means of a promise (Gal 3:18; cf. Rom 4:13,14)." And finally, 

"The content of the promises, of the promised benefit, . • • 

is always Messianic salvation." 3 

1 . 
Ibid., 579-80. 

2The New Tnterna·tional Dictiona·ry . of New Testament 
The'ology, s.v. 11 Promise," by E. Hoffman, 3:71 (hereafter 
cited as NIDN!!>· 

3 TDNT, s.v. "e:nayye:A.t.a.," by J. Schniewind and G. 
Friedrich, 2:583. 
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Heirs (KA.npovouot.) 

This word literally "denotes one who obtains a lot 

or portion ·. (kleros, a lot, nemomai, to possess) , especially 

of an inheritance." 1 Vine analyzes the New Testament usage 

of this word under four categories as: 

(a) 

(b) 

(c) 

(d) 

one who receives property upon the owner's death. 
(e.g., Matt 21:38)~ 
one who has been assigned an inheritance by God, 
but has not yet made possession, such as Abraham, 
Romans 4:13,14; Christ, Hebrews 1:2; poor saints, 
James 2:5~ 
Christians who will share in Christ's glory as · 
joint heirs at His return (Rom 8:17); and 
one who like Noah receives an unmerited inheritance 
(Heb 11: 7) • 2 

Galatians 3:29 is listed by Vine under (c) above, but Chris-

tians could be considered to · have received "the promise of 

Abraham of justification by faith ..• " 3 now and not future. 

In tracing the etymology of 'KATlPOVCi'j.J.OG, it is found 

that the meaning never varies much from the concept of in-

heritance. Primarily it referred to material possessions, 

but as early as the fourth century, B.C., it had non-material 

Greek usage as in Denosthenes Orationes 21:20, where it had 

the idea of bearing the consequences of one's action. 4 

1w. E. Vine, An Expo~!!:2!l Dictionary of New Testa­
ment Wo'rds (Lynchburg: The Old T1me Gospel House, n.d.) I 

pp. 541-42. 

2rbid., p. 542. 

3Homer A. Kent, Jr. 1 The· F·reedoro: o·f God's Sons 
(Winona Lake: BMH Books, 1976),pp. 108-9. 

4TDNT, s.v. 11 'KAllPOVOlJ.:OG , 11 by W. Foerster, 3:768. 
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In the LXX, xi\.npoVCrJ.J;O!; is only used four times and 

always for ttli'l , to possess by inheritance. The majority 

of the other forms of the Greek word (i.e., xi\.flpo!;;, xi\.npow 

xi\.npovo~~a , and xi\.npovo~ew ) are used for forms of ~n) , to 

take possession bf. 1 Most of the translations into Greek in 

the LXX are of the word il/0) of \-7hich, "There can be no 
T - ; -

doubt that iltD,~ refers originally and almost exclusively to 

the possession of land." 2 The important exception to this 

material possession is the statement concerning the priests 

, 

and Levi.tes: "The Levi tical priests, the whole tribe of Levi, 

shall have no portion or inheritance with Israel; • the 

Lord is their inheritance, ••• " (Deut 18:1,2). This 

indicates that "through the example of the Levites, Israel 

is to learn that God's people must not seek safety and se-

curity through the land, but only in the Lord, and giver of 

the land, Yahweh." 3 

Although in the Rabbinic and other Jewish works, 

one finds that xi\.npovo~o!;; was used usually in the material 

sense, yet there was often an eschatological expansion. In 

the pseudepigraphical writings (e.g., Psalms of Solomon 14: 

9f, from first century B.C.), there is the idea: "that the 

1TDNT, s.v. "xi\.npovo~O!; ," by J. Herrmann, 3:769. 

2Ibid., p. 774. 

3NIDNTI, s.v. "Inheritance," by J. Eichler, 2:297. 
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inheritance is regarded as spacial. This is supported by the 

factual description of future torment and bliss." 1 

In the New Testament usage of x!I.T)pov6uo~, one finds 

that Christ had set the stage even before Paul. In the par-

able of the wicked husbandmen (Mk 12:1-12), Christ ties son-

ship and inheritance together and shows that an heir need not 

be a blood relation. Paul follows the same line of thought 

. h' . . 2 
~n ~s wr~t~ngs. It is also worth noting that in first and 

second century A.D. inscriptions there is the concept of re-

sponsibility of heirship. For instance, in the Macedonian 

Inscription, it is written, "But if my heir neglect anything, 

he shall pay to the treasurer a fine of 750 denarii." 3 In 

the insistence by Paul that true heirs are those who meet the 

conditions, "he is using a principle that is well-known. 4 

The Morphology and Syntax 

The first thing that one notices is that Galatians 

3:29 is a conditional sentence. It is introduced with EL in 

the protasis and &pa in the apodosis. This verse is defined 

b f . 1 . 1 d' . 1 5 to e a ~rst c ass or s~mp e con ~t~ona sentence. 

1 TDNT, s.v. "Xfi.T)POVO'j..I.O~ ," by W. Foerster, 3:780-1. 

2Ibid., pp. 781-2. 

3James H. Moulton and George Milligan, The Vocabulary 
of the Greek Testament (Hodder and Stoughton, 1930; reprint 
ed., Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1980), p. 347. 

4Ibid. 

5william Hendriksen, "Exposition of Galatians," in 
New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 
1968)' p. 151. 
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Normally, a simple conditional sentence has a verb in the 

indicative mood in the protasis, 1 but here we have no verb, 

but instead, the genitive construction, UlJ.E~!:; Xpt.cr-rou. The 

significance of a first class condition is that the protasis 

is assumed to be true, but may or may not be. It is context, 

theology, etc. which determines its truthfulness. 2 In the 

case of this verse, the context, Galatians 3:26-28, has shown 

it to be true. Boyer agrees that t~is is a first class con-

dition, but states that its truthfulness is, " .•. uncertain 

by reason of man's spiritual condition." 3 The &pa in the 

apodosis is illative and introduces a double inferential 

1 . 4 cone us~on. 

The construction, UlJ.EL!:; Xpt.cr-rou, instead of 

Xpt.cr-rou EOl:"E, is emphatic and evidently lays stress upon the 

marvelous transformation which Paul has presented in Galatians 

3:26-28. 5 And since this construction in this conditional 

1n. E. Dana and Julius R. Mantey, A Manual Gra~~ar 
of the Greek New Testament (Toronto: The Macmillan Company, 
1927) 1 P• 289. 

2John A. Sproule, "Intermediate Greek Notes," class 
notes, Grace Theological Seminary, 1979, p. 95. 

3James L. Boyer, "'First Class Conditions: What Do 
They Mean?" Grace Theological Journal 2 (Spring 1981):75-105. 

4oana and Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New 
Testament, p. 241. 

5Frederic Rendall, "The Epistle to the Galatians," 
in vol. 3 of The Expositor's Greek Testament, ed. W. Robert­
son Nicoll (reprinted., Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1979), p. 175. 
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protasis sums up Galatians 3:26-28, it follows that the ex-

pression "to be Christ's" and "in Christ Jesus" are not dif­

ferent in meaning. 1 Lightfoot points out that the signifi-

cance here is that Christians "are part of Christ, are mem-

bers of Christ; not merely 'are the property of Christ, are 

servants of Christ.' The argument turns on the entire identi­

ty of the Christian brotherhood with Christ." 2 

In discussing the first conclusion of the apodosis, 

Meyer clearly states: II .. Christ is indeed the 'A~, 'seed 

of Abraham' (v. 16), and, since ye have entered into there-

lation of Christ, ye must consequently have a share in the 

same state, and must likewise be Abraham's OTIEPl.La., 'seed'; 

The absence of the article with an~pua. lays stress 

upon its quality and not its id~ntity. 4 The qualitative 

aspect is important because, "it keeps the necessity of a 

union with Christ constantly before the Galatians." 5 This 

1Hans Dieter Bety, "Galatians," in Herm:eheia--A 
Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible, ed. Helmut 
Koester, et al. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979), p. 201. 

2J. B. Lightfoot, The Epistle of St. Paul to the 
Galatians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1976), 
p. 150. 

3Heinrich A. w. Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Hand­
bock to the Epistle to the Galatians, in vol. 7 of Meyer's 
Commentary on the· New Te·s ·tam:ent (reprint ed., Winona Lake: 
Alpha Publications, 1979), p. 158. 

4nana and Mantey, Grammar, p. 149. 

5 
James 

The Expositor' ·s· 
(Grand Rapids: 

Montgomery Boice, "Galatians," in vol. 10 of 
Bible Comm:ent·ary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein 
Zondervan Publishing House, 1976), p. 469. 
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was in opposition to the legalizers who held before the 

Galatian Christians the possibility of becoming physical 

seed of Abraham through the ceremonial aspects of Judaism. 1 

Concerning the second conclusion, xat E:nayyEALav 

Ml..l')povouot. , there is some disagreement among expositors as 

to whether t.he emphasis falls on E:nayyEA.Lav (promise) or on 

(heirs). First, we notice that both words are 

anarthrous, which brings out their qualitative aspects. But, 

it is not uncommon for the article to be omitted when an 

expression has been stereotyped or technicalized. 2 And, 

since E:nay1EA.lav has been used numerous times in Galatians 3 

with the article, its absence here may not be significant. 

On the other hand, MAl')povouot. has only been used in Gala­

tians 3:18 to this point in the epistle. On this basis, the 

Cambridge Greek Testament states that 'KAT)povouot. is, "The 

closing and emphatic word, implying possession actually re­

ceived, not merely expectancy." 3 

In support of Ml..l')povouol. being emphatic, Meyer 

perhaps gives the strongest argument. He points out that this 

word forms the connecting link between chapters three and 

four. "This x/I.T)pov6uol. is the triumph of the whole, 

1 rbid. 

2nana and Mantey, Grantm:ar, p. 149. 

3A. Lukyn Williams, ed., "The Epistle of Paul the 
Apostle to the Galatians," in Cambridge Greek Testame·nt for 
Schools and co·1·1eges (Cambridge: At the University Press, 
1910), p. 84. 
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accompanied with the seal of diVine certain·ty by means of 

KO."t' E:nayy.; the two together forming the final death-blow 

to the Judaistic opponents, .•• "1 Since -rot: A[jpa.au is not 

supplied with K~npovouoL , one is led to believe that this 

word refers to the Messianic salvation. 2 

There are good arguments, although not extensive, 

by both Lightfoot3 and Eadie 4 for E:nayy£A~av having the 

greater emphasis, but in this writer~s opinion, both words 

are tied closely together and therefore form an emphatic 

dual. 

lMeyer, · Galatians, p. 15 8. 

2rbid., p. 159. 

3Lightfoot, Galatians, p. 151. 

4John Eadie, A Commentary on the GreekText 
Epistle o·f Paul to the Galatians, vol. 1 in The' John 
Gre·ek Text Commentaries (reprint ed., Grand Rapids: 
Book House, 1979), p. 289. 

·o·f the 
E'adie 
Baker 



CHAPTER. II 

THE PROBLEM OF GALATIANS 3:29 

A recent unbiased commentator, reflecting on Gala-

tians 3:29, wrote: 

Does this mean that the promises to national Israel are 
cancelled? This is a controversial point among Chris­
tians today. Many say that there is a time in the 
future when Israel will be gathered and dealt with by 
God once more in a unique way. Another school of 
thought among Christians ±nsists statements such as 
this one by Paul means there is no place in history 
for the Jew except as he comes to Christ in faith. 

It is not an easy task to state clearly the problem for the 

dispensationalist in Galatians 3:29, but basically it reduces 

to the argument that if Israel is the "seed of Abraham" and 

Christians or the church are the "seed of Abraham," then Is-

rael and the church are equal. Israel would here refer to 

"spiritual Israel" as defined by such New Testament passages 

as Romans 2:28,29. 

But the above argument really receives force when 

presented by Fuller. He argues that the dispensationalist 

is concerned about keeping the seed of Abraham, consisting 

of physical descendants, separate from the spiritual seed 

consisting of those blessed through Abraham. He insists that 

1Fred M. Wood, The Glory of Galatians (Nashville: 
Broadman Press, 1972), p. 70. 

27 
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"there is nothing, however, in Galatians 3 to indicate that 

Paul thought of these as sons of Abraham only in a figura­

tive, 'spiritual' sense." 1 And finally he argues: 

Because Christ was a physical descendant of Abraham, 
there would then be every reason to regard those united 
to him as the seed of Abraham in a physical sense. So 
if a 'face value' hermeneutic were the only concern in 
interpreting Galatians 3:6-29, there would be no need 
to designate the people mentioned in Galatians 3:7 and 
29 as 'spiritual' seed in distinction from a 'physical' 
seed of Abraham. In fact, the very language conventions 
of Galatians 3 require the idea of an ontological or 
physical relationship to Abraham.2 

Bass also argues that a literal interpretation of Galatians 3 

establishes a closer unity between the church and Israel than 

dispensationalists want to admit. He asks if the answer 

might not be "that the church is indeed the spiritual Israel; 

that the covenantal relations of God to Israel have indeed 

passed over to the church; that the promise to Abraham may 

be fulfilled in some measure in the church; 

James E. Bearsees yet another problem in the 11 heirs 

according to the promise" of Galatians 3:29. He claims that 

dispensationalists have: 

• • • conceded that the New Testament uses the term 
'seed of Abraham' to apply to those who are not neces­
sarily Jews at all and declares that these are heirs, 
not of the promise (which might be a certain one of the 
promiSed blessings), but according to the promise, which 

1oanie 1 P. Fuller, Gos·pel and Law: · Contrast or 
Cohti11uum (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1980), p. 125. · 

2Ibid. 

3clarence B. Bass, Backgrou·n·ds t ·o Dispensationalisrn 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1960), 
p. 152. 
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on the basis of literalism would seem to mean the whole 
p romise to Abraham.l 

It is the contention of this· writer that most lay 

people and perhaps many seminary students are not completely 

aware of the difference between covenant and dispensational 

theology. Without a basic understanding of these two systems, 

the problems and solutions presented in this thesis may not 

be understood. Therefore, the next section, "Theological 

Background Considerations," gives some basic tenets of the 

two systems. This cannot be exhaustive for as much as com-

plete books have been written on the subject. Also, the 

Abrahamic Covenant will be discussed as background to Gala-

tions 3:29. 

covenant Theology Distinctives 

Even Dr. Ryrie admits that "Formal definitions of 

covenant theology are not easy to find even in the writings 

of covenant theologians." 2 In an attempt to bring out the 

most salient features of covenant theology, the distinctives 

will be enumerated as follows: 

1. All of Scripture is represented by two covenants: 3 

1James E. Bear, "The People of God," The· Unio·n semi­
na·r y 'Review 52 (October 1940) :50. 

2charles Caldwell Ryrie, · Disp ensatio·nalism: Today 
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1965), p. 177. 

3Baker• ·s Dictionary of· Theology , s.v. "Covenant 
Theology," by George N. M. Collins. 
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a. The covenant of works was established between 
God and Adam.l 
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b. The covenant of grace was established in succes­
sive pronouncements including the protevangelium 
(Gen 3:15) , Noah (Gen 9) , Abraham (Gen 12) , 
Isaac, Jacob (Israel), and the New Covenant (by 
Christ).2 

3 The covenant of grace contains two aspects: 

a. " ..• the covenant of red~mption between the 
Father and the Son, •.. " 

b. " •.• the covenant of grace between God and 
his people."5 

3. The "Old Testament is reinterpreted in light of the 
Christ event"6 or New Testament. 

4. "The New Testament applies Old Testament prophecies 
to the New Testament church and in so doing identi­
fies the church as spiritual Israel."7 · 

5. Therefore (supra, 4.), Old Testament prophecies find 
their fulfillment in the Church.a 

6. There is a future salvation of Israel with details 
open to God•s future.9 

1 Ibid. 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid. 

4charles Hodge, Sy stematic Theology, 3 vols. (New 
York: Scribner, Armstrong, and co., 1872), 2:358. 

5Ibid. 

6George Eldon Ladd, "Historic Premillennialism," in 
The Meaning· of the· Mi.llennium:· F·our Views; ed. Robert G. 
Clouse (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 1977), p. 21. 

7 Ibid., p. 23. 

8Ibid., p. 17. 

9Ibid., p. 28. 
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ways: 
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a. Arnmillennial - "The millennium is to be inter­
preted spiritually as fulfilled in th~ Christian_ 
Church."~ Some say that it is symbolic of hea­
venly life now while others say that it is sym­
bolic of the future heavenly life.2 

b. Postmillennial - The millennium is "ushered in 
through a gradually Christianized world. Christ 
comes at the end of this 'millennium.'"3 

c. Historic Premillennial - Following a visible 
return of Christ, He "will reign personally and 
visibly with His saints on and over th~ earth 
for a thousand years.n4 

8. Old Testament Prophecy cannot be interpreted lit­
erally.S 

Dispensational Theology Distinctives 

Scofield states that uA dispensation is a period of 

time during which man is tested in respect of obedience to 

some specific revelation . of the will of God." 6 Ryrie states 

that 11 A concise definition of a dispensation is this: A 

dispensation is a distinguishable economy in the outworking 

of God's purpose.,,? He admits that in Biblical usage the 

1oswalt T. Allis, Prophecy and the Church (Phila­
delphia: The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 
1945), p. 3. 

2Paul Lee Tan, The Tnte·r p retation: of Prophecy (Winona 
Lake: BMH Books, 1974), p. 51. 

3rbid. I p. 367. 

4Allis, Prophecy ·and the Church, pp. 8,9. 

5 rbid., pp. 16-54. 

6c. I. Scofield, ed., The Scofie'ld Refer·ence Bible 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1909), p. 5. 

7Ryrie, Dispensationalistn: Today, p. 29. 
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term does not ascribe time, 1 but time certainly is implied. 

An enumeration of some of the salient features of dispensa-

tionalism are as follows: 

1. The unity of progressive revelation and the various 
stages of revelation are apportioned in accordance 
to seven dispensations as follows:2 

a. Innocency - Man created innocent, lived in per­
fect environment, subjected to a simple test, 
warned not to disobey:, fell in disobedience, 
was judged, and expelled from the perfect en-
vironment • ..:1 · 

b. Conscience - Man now had knowledge of good and 
evil, was under the Adamic Covenant which in­
cluded doing good, abstaining from evil, and 
through sacrifice, were to approach God, 
failed their test, and were judged by the 
Flood.4 

c. Human Government .... Begins following the Flood, 
a new test is put forth in · the Noahic Covenant 
which allows man to govern the world, man is 
allowed to judicially take life, and all other 
governmental powers implied in this. Human 
government ends in three stages: racial with 
the confusion of tongues, Jewish with the cap­
tivities, and Gentile with the second advent.5 

d. Promise - Initiated with the Abrahamic Covenant 
which was gracious and unconditional, the heirs 
of promise had to abide in their own land to 
inherit the blessings, and the dispensation 
ended with Israel accepting the law. But the 
Covenant continues and is everlasting.6 

1 Ibid. 

2The number of dispensations varies between three and 
twelve among dispensationalists. See Arnold E. Ehlert, A 
Bibliographic Hist·o·ry of Disp·en·s·ationalism (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Book House, 1965). No attempt to establish the valid­
ity of any particular number will be made, but instead, the 
Old Scofield Reference Bible will be used as the basis. 

3scofield, Refe·r ·e :nce· Hible, p. 5. 

4Ibid., p. 10. 5 Ibid., p. 16. 

6Ibid., p. 20. 



e. Law - Extends from the receiving of the law at 
Mt. Sinai to the death of Christ at Calvary 
with the actual testing of the Jewish nation 
ending with the captivities.! 
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f. Grace - Begins with the death and resurrection 
of Christ, is · a free gift, not conditioned by 
works of the law, is based on acceptance or re­
jection of Christ, has good works as fruit, is 
sometimes called the church age, and ends with 
the apocalyptic judgment.2 

g. Kingdom - Begins with the second advent, is 
identical to the covenanted Davidic kingdom, 
Christ takes the throne and ends misrule and 
oppression, the Gentile nations are judged, 
time of toil and suffering ends with rest and 
reward, the chastisement and blindness of 
Israel ends, mankind's bondage of corruption 
ends, the time of the Gentiles ends, and the 
Kingdom of heaven extends into eternity.3 

2. Hermeneutical principle that Old Testament prophecies 
must be interpreted literally.4 

3. " • the Old Testament is not complete apart from 
the New Testament and . • . the New Testament cannot 
be comprehended apart from the Old Testament."5 

4. "Old Testament prophecies about the first coming of 
Christ were literally fulfilled. 11 6 

5. The millennium is predicted in the Old Testament and 
helps one picture Christ's millennial reign.? 

1 Ibid., p. 94. 

3Ibid., p. 1250. 

2Ibid., p. 1115. 

4Ladd, "Historic Premillennialism," p. 18, 

5Herman A. Hoyt, "A Dispensational Premillennial 
Response," in The Mean·ing ·o·f ·the Millennium: Four Views, 
ed. Robert G. Clouse (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity Press, 
1977), p. 42. 

6Ladd, "Historic Premillennialism," p. 20. 

7 Ibid., p. 18. 
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8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

The promises to Israel that they will inherit the 
land of Palestine forever will be fulfilled in the 
millennium.l 
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The distinction between Israel and the Church exists 
throughout eternity.2 

" •.• the Jewish temple will be rebuilt and the 
entire sacrificial system reinstated, according to 
the prophecies of Ezekiel 40-48 • • • will be a 
memorial to Christts sacrificial death.3 

Use of grammatical-historical interpretation con­
sistently throughout the whole Bible.4 

Dispensationalists "are pretribulational in their 
h .t 1 nS esc a o ogy • . • 

Dispensationalists believe that "the unifying prin­
ciple of the whole of God's program is God's 
glory." 6 

" • the dispensations are not methods of salva-
tion but rules of life, and • man has always 
been saved by faith through the blood of Christ in 

. n? . every age, •.• 

The reader could perhaps add more distinctives to the above 

list, but what has been presented is sufficient to show the 

major divergences between the covenant and dispensationalist 

systems. Note that no attempt to give scriptural support 

for the distinctives of either system was given. To do so 

would be beyond the scope of this paper. But, in general, 

it can be stated that covenant theology has been built on a 

1 rbid.' p. 19. 

2 b .. d I ~ . 

3rbid., p. 26. 

4Ryrie, Disp ensatio·nalistn: Today , pp. 86-90. 

5Tan, Prophe·cy, p. 2 4 6. 

6rbid., p. 245. 

7rbid. I p. 255. 



35 

deductive approach in its use of Scripture, whereas dispen-

sational theology has used the inductive approach in its use 

of Scripture. Ryrie has effectively demonstrated the vera-

't f th' t' 1 
c~ y o ~s asser ~on. 

Moving now into a consideration of the Abrahamic 

Covenant, this author agrees with Walvoord who states that 

11 It is safe to say that all systems of prophetic interpre-

tation, especially as regarding unfulfilled prophecy, are 

determined in their main features by their attitude toward 

the Abrahamic Covenant." 2 

Abrahamic Covenant 

Before a consideration of the Abraharoic Covenant is 

made, it would be of worth to examine the definition and 

use of the word Covenant. 

Covenant p·efined 

In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word n~)f is 

translated "covenant" in about 271 out of 290 times. The 

other nineteen times it is translated league, confederate, 

or confederacy. 3 The root of the word is n1~, which is a 
TT 

cognate of l:fl::l with the primary meaning of "to cut." There 
· T·T 

1Ryrie, Pis·pen·sa·t ·i ·onali·sm Today, pp. 183-7. 

2John F. Walvoord, "The Fulfillment of the Abraham­
ic Covenant," Biblio'the·c·a· ·sacra 102 (January-March 1945): 
29. 

3charles Fred Lincoln, "The Biblical Covenants," 
Bibliothe·ca Sacra 100 (April-June 1943) :310-11. 
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are two other cognate roots, tth~ and tl'l:J , which although 
-T 

not used in the Hebrew text, also have the meaning of "to 

cut." Cutting meat in two halves is part of the covenant 

process (e.g., Gen 15:9,10). Included was the custom of 

passing between the two halves of the victims (e.g., Gen 15: 

17) in making a solemn covenant. Additionally, it was an 

Oriental custom, carried over into the Hebrew culture, to 

eat or banquet together as part of the covenant process 

(e.g., Gen 31:54). 1 

There are numerous ways that tl~)~ is used in the 

Old Testament, including covenants between nations, be-

tween individuals, marriage, and between God and man. For 

purposes of this paper, only the last usage will be consid­

ered.2 There are two major covenants between God and man 

in the Old Testament.· They are the "Noahic Covenant" (i.e., 

Gen 9:9,11) and the "Abrahamic Covenant" (i.e., Gen 11:31; 

12:lff, 12:7; 13:3, 14-17; 13:8; 15:l-2l; 17:1-14; 22:15-

3 18; 26:2-5; 28:10-15). At least three features of these 

major covenants may be observed. First, "the condition 

and blessings of the covenant apply to the sons and future 

generations of the person or peoples with whom the original 

covenant is made (e.g., Deut 6:1-2, 2 Sam 7:12-17)." 4 

1Gesenius' Hebrew ahd Chalde·e Lexicon, trans. Sam­
uel Prideaux Tregelles (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 
1979), p. 141. 

2rbid. 

3Lincoln, "The Biblical Covenants," p. 316. 

4 rbid., pp. 312-13. 
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Second, the covenant-language used is easily recognized and 

unigue. 1 Third, ""rhen in the prophets, or other subsequent 

writers, mention is made of a covenant which applies to the 

generations there addressed, it is always possible to go back 

to the place where the covenanted relationship was originally 

established." 2 

God's ·promise to Abraham 

An .examination of Genesis 12:2,3 shows that the 

first six blessings were either to Abraham himself and/or 

to his descendants. 3 But when Genesis 12:3 is examined, we 

see that the blessing is · extended beyond the Jewish nation.4 

The Revised Standard Version of the Bible translates Genesis 

12:3c as " ••• by you all the families of the earth shall 

bless themselves." Kidner points out that grarrunatically the 

phrase 1:J"l::l.:J1 (shall be blessed) could be either passive or 
~ : . : 

reflexive. The New Testament, influenced by the LXX, quotes 

this phrase as passive in Acts 3:25 and Galatians 3:8. The 

LXX also understands this phrase in Genesis 22:18 and 26:4, 

where the Hebrew verb form is almost always reflexive, as 

1 rbid., p. 313. 

2rhid. 

3Howard E. Dial, ''The Idea of Covenant in the Old 
Testament," in vol. 13 of Post-Graduate Seminar in Old 
Testament Theology, Grace Theological Seminary, October 
1967, p. 11. 

4rbid., p. 12. 
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being passive. 1 But "bless·" is a Niph.al verb and as such 

should be tnedio-passive in meaning. It should be trans­

lated passive unless otherwise required by conte:x;t. 2 Leupold 

agrees and feels that some scholars are "consciously or un-

consciously bent on removing the Messianic element from th.e 

Old Testament, • 

That the last clause in Genesis 12:3 is Messianic is 

agreed upon by both covenant and dispensational theologians. 

Chafer, a dispensationalist, states that: "'In thee shall 

all the families of the earth be blessed,' which promise 

looks on to the Seed, Christ, and contemplates all that 

Christ is or ever will be to the whole earth." 4 Hodge, a 

covenant theologian, states concerning the Abrahamic to 

Moses dispensation, that "the promise of redemption was made 

more definite. The Redeemer was to be of the seed of Abra-

ham. He was to be one person. The salvation He was to effect 

should pertain to all nations." 5 Leupold believes the bless­

ing extends to the people before Abraham also: 

1Derek Kidner, Ge·ne:sis, in The Tyn:dale Old Test·ament 
Commentaries, ed. D. I. W1.seman (Pawners Grove: Inter­
Varsl.ty Press, 1977), p. 114. 

2Thomas o. Lambdin, Introduction to Biblical Hebrew 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1971), pp. 175-77. 

3H. c. Leupold, · Expo·s·itio·n ·of Genesis, vol. 1 (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), pp. 413-14. 

4Lewis Sperry Chafer I Systematic The"ology , a vols. 
(Dallas: Dallas Seminary Press, 1948), · 4:314. 

5charles Hodge, s ystema'tic" Theol"ogy I 3 vols. (New 
York: Scribner, Armstrong, and Company, 1872), 2:374 .• 



This word reaches back to the divided 'families'(lO: 
15,20,31) of the earth,· divided by their sins, as well 
as to the curse of 3:17 which is now to be replaced by 
a blessing. A blessing so great th~t its effect shall 
extend to 'all the families of the earth' ••• 1 

It is at this point that Walvoord states that it is ''. • . 
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conceded that some of the promises given to Abraham are in­

tended to extend to the Church." 2 

God's covenant with Abraham 

Perhaps the most significant aspect of the Abrahamic 

Covenant is that it was unconditional. In this regard, Wal-

voord, in a very concise manner, states: 

The covenant was confirmed by subsequent reiteration 
and enlargement. It was ratified by an oath of God 
(Gen 15:7-21), solemnized by the recognized method of 
conferring an oath (cf. Jer 43:18). It was given a 
visible symbol in the rite of circumcision (Gen 17:9-
14). It was confirmed by the birth of Isaac, by the 
reiterated promise given to Isaac (Gen 17:19) and to 
Jacob (Gen 28:12,13). Its unalterable character is 
revealed in that portions of the covenant have been 
fulfilled through the centuries in disregard of human 
unworthiness. • • . (Jer 31: 35-37). 3 

The prophetic aspects of the Abrahamic Covenant can 

be summed up in land, seed, and blessing. The land promise 

of Genesis 12:1~13 finds its fulfillment in the Palestinian 

Covenant (Deut 30:3-5; Eze 20:33-37). The seed promise finds 

its fulfillment in the Davidic Covenant (2 Sam 7:11-16). 

1Leupold, Ge·ne·s;ts, p. 413. 

2John F. Walvoord, "The Fulfillment of the Abrahamic 
Covenant, II 'Bibliothe·c·a · sa:cra 102 (January-March 1945) :33. 

3 Ibid . , p. 31. 
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And the blessing promise of Genesis 12:3 finds its fulfill­

ment in the New Covenant (Jer 31:31-40). 1 

In light of the foregoing theological considerations, 

we now consider the covenant and dispensational viewpoints 

of Galatians 3:29. 

Coverl'ant Theology and Galatians 3:29 

In this section, an attempt will be made to develop 

the covenant view of Galatians 3:29~ This will be done 

systematically, as possible, 'lilithout being overly extensive. 

As views are expressed, refutation, where possible, will 

also be made. 

Interpretation Principles 

Using the covenant theologian's approach to inter-

pretation of Scripture, it is not difficult to show that 

the Church and Israel are equal. Lightfoot has applied this 

approach to Galatians 3:29 as follows: 

Doubtless by the seed of Abraham was meant in the first 
instance the Jewish people, as by the inheritance was 
meant the land of Canaan; but in accordance with the 
analogy of Old Testament types and symbols, the term 
involves two secondary meanings. First; with a true 
spiritual instinct, though the conception embodied it­
self at times in strangely grotesque and artificial 
forms, even the rabbinical writers saw that 'the Christ' 
was the true seed of Abraham ...• ' In Him it fulfilled 
its purpose ••• blessing ••. whole earth. Without 
Him its separate existence as a peculiar people had no 
meaning. • • • In this way the people of Israel is the 
type of Christ and in the New Testament parallels are 
sought in the career of the one to the life of the 

1oial, "Covenant in the Old Testament," p. ll. 
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other. • • • But secondly; according to the analogy of 
interpretation of the Old Testament in the New, the 
spiritual takes the place of the natural; the Israel 
after the flesh becomes the Israel after the spirit; 
the Jewish nation denotes the Christian Church. So 
St. Paul interprets the seed of Abraham, Rom IV:l8; 
IX:7, and above, ver. 7."1 

This is difficult to refute since it is the use of the spir-

itual interpretation principle that contributes to the con-

elusion. Notice that Lightfoot does, however, opt for a 

spiritual seed of Abraham, but not in the same sense as the 

dispensationalist. 

In his appeal to equate Israel and the Church, Pie­

ters quotes from Justin Martyr2 ; "As, therefore, Christ is 

the Israel and the Jacob, even so we, who have been quarried 

out from the bowels of Christ, are the true Israelitic 

race." 3 In response, the theology of the Church Fathers was 

not fully developed and Justin Martyr certainly was not in-

fallible. 

Galatians 3:29 and the Abrahamic Covenant 

To the covenant theologian, the call of Abraham was 

the second epoch under the old dispensation. Believers had 

already been given moral law, sacrifices, the Sabbath, the 

Church (i.e., family worship in the home), and the promise. 

1Ligh tfoot, Gal'a·t ·ians, p. 14 3. 

2Albertus Pieters, The se·ed o·f Abraham (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1950), p. 61. 

3Justin Martyr, "Dialogue of Justin, Philosopher and 
Martyr," in vol. 1 of ANF, ed. Alexander Roberts and James 
Donaldson (reprint ed., . Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1979), p. 267. 



42 

With Abraham came the separation of a peculiar people from 

the world formed · into what might be called a church-state. 

Membership in this church. was through circumcision which 

was a pledge of righteousness of faith. This Church tended, 

in spite of numerous warnings, toward idolatry and apostasy. 

The need for a separate visible Church became obvious. 

Temporal possession of land · by Abraham and his seed was 

promised, but there was a gospel and spiritual implication 

that subsequent Scripture made plainer. Romans 3, 4 and 

Galatians 3 are considered the best exposition of the Abra­

hamic Covenant. 1 These passages teach: 

.•• the seed inwhom the promise was made was Christ; 
that the central benefit received by Abraham, was gospel 
salvation through faith: that the sacrament was a gos­
pel one, a seal of the righteousness of faith: that 
the promise of Canaan was typical of that of heaven; 
that Abraham is the exemplar and head of all gospel­
believers: and that the society founded in his family 
was, and is, the visible Church of Christ, reformed 
and enlarged at the new dispensation.2 

This is just another way of saying that Christians are the 

"seed of Abraham" and Israel and the Church are equal. In 

relating the Abrahamic Covenant to Galatians 3:29, Pieters 

states that "there is always but one group that is recog­

nized by God as being the Seed of Abraham, the community 

with which He is, in covenant, and that group, after the 

rejection of Jews by the rulers and majority of the Old 

Covenant Israel~ was the remnant with whom he set up the New 

1Robert L. Dabney, · Lectu.·res ·in· Syst·ematic Theology 
(reprinted., Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1972), pp. 448,9. 

2 rbid., p. 449. 
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covenant in His blood." 1 In response to both Dabney and 

Pieters, it will be shown in the section on "Dispensational 

Theology and Galatians 3:29" that there is more than one 

''seed of Abraham." 

There is very little agreement among covenant 

theologians as to whether Galatians 3:29 implies that Chris-

tians inherit the land of Canaan. As seen above, Dabney be~ 

lieved that Canaan was typical of heaven. Robert Gundry, a 

post-tribulationalist, states that: 

In Galatians 3:16, Paul, directly quoting Genesis 13:15; 
17:8 ('And to your seed'), applies the promise of the 
land of Palestine to Abraham's s·p·iri·tual seed, i.e., all 
who believe. He quotes not merely from God's promise 
of ge'rie·ral blessing upon all families of the earth 
(Gen 12:3), but from the later promise specifically 
concerned with the land itself.2 

But James Bear points out that "the New Testament also does 

not say that the spiritual seed of Abraham shall possess 

the literal land of Canaan for an everl~sting possession, 

. is seen to be vastly expanded and transformed 

not Canaan, but the earth." 3 The dispensationalist does 

not have this problem since Israel inherits the land in the 

millennium. 

Galatians 3:29 and Romans 11 

Many commentators of the covenant persuasion use 

Romans 11 and the figure of the Olive Tree in their inter­

pretation of Galatians 3:29. Buswell asserts: 

1Pieters, The· Seed ·of Abraham, p. 7 3. 

2Robert H. Gundry, The· 'Church and ·the Tribul·ation 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1973), pp. 15,16. 

3 Bear, "The People of God," p. 59. 
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Gentile Christians have their position in grace as being 
grafted into the Abrahamic tree ·(Rom 11, ·pa·ssim) • 'If 
ye (Gentiles) be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed , 
and heirs according to the promise' (which was made to 
Abraham)' (Gal 3:29, see vv. 7,8) .1 

Bear really forces the issue: 

We may liken Israel to a good Olive Tree. The roots are 
the Patriarchs, the trunk is the covenant people, reach .... 
ing down to our own times. God has now removed some of 
the brances of this Olive Tree because of the'ir unbelief 
in His Son, their Messiah. At the same time, He has 
taken some branches from a wild olive, and has grafted 
them in among the branches of the good Olive Tree. • • • 
The Gentile branches were grafted in because of their 
belief.2 

After a short discussion of the above, Bear then states: 

From this starting point we advance into Paul's argu­
ment. He is dealing with the situation in h.isown day, 
the Church Age, and is describing what has happened. 
Note what he does not say. He does not say that God 
has now made a new beginning, has formed a new people 
different from Israel. He does not say that Jews and 
Gentiles have been brought · together into a new body. 
What he says is that wild olive branches have been 
grafted.into the good Olive Tree--Tsra:e:l 'i:n covenant 
rela·tions with God, --and take their place among the 
believing Jewish branches which remain in the tree and 
with them partake of the root and the fatness of the 
olive tree.3 · 

As one reads through Romans 11, it does seem clear 

that Paul is talking about Israel being the olive tree, the 

broken off branches being the unbelieving Jews, and the 

grafted wild olive tree, the Gentiles. But there are other 

1James Oliver Buswell, A Sy stematic Theology of the 
Christian Religion (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1962), pp. 487-88. 

2Jarnes E . . Bear, "The People of God in t.ight of the 
Teaching of the New Testament," The· un:ion Betn:inary ReView 
52 (January 1941) :152. 

3rbid., pp. 154-55. 
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interpretations of this passage such as that of R. L. Saucy 

who states that the olive t .ree is representative of " 

the blessings promised to Abraham's seed. Though Gentiles 

do not, by faith in Christ, inherit Israel's particular 

promises, they do receive the blessing promised to 'all 

1 families of the earth~"(Gen 12:3; cf. Gal 3:6-9). 

There are questions internal to Romans 11 that pre-

vent one from believing that Paul taught that Israel and 

the Church were one. First, in Romans 11:1, Paul asks: 

"I say then, God has not rejected His people, has He"? 

What purpose does this serve if the Church is in view since 

God cannot reject the Body of Christ. Second, Paul writes 

in Romans 11:25: "that a partial hardening of the Gentiles 

has come in." But if Israel and the Church are the same, 

then par't of the Church is experiencing hardening. The 

part of the Church experiencing hardness must be the Jewish 

element, but Galatians 3:28 states that there is no dis-

tinction between Jew and Gentile in Christ. Third, why did 

Paul, in Romans 11:26, add: "and thus all Israel will be 

saved; • "? . . . What purpose does this statement serve 

since there is no question about the salvation of the Church? 2 

For these reasons, Romans 11 does not contribute to the 

1R. L. Saucy, The· Chu·rch in· God's P:togYam (Chicago: 
Moody Press, 1972), p. 77. · 

2~icholas Kurtaneck, "Dispensationalism--A Builder 
of Faith," presented to the faculty of Grace Theological 
Seminary, February 8-11, 1977. 
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interpretation of Galatians 3:29 in light of the equality 

of Israel and the Church. 

Galatians 3:29 and the Immediate Context 

Daniel P. Fuller's view of the seed of Abraham was 

posited at the beginning of this chapter. He views Gala-

tians 3:29 in context as follows: 

• . • people become the physical seed of Abraham by 
virtue of union with Christ, who was a physical descend­
ant of Abraham. Since union with Christ came by the 
response of faith to the word of God and by the indwell­
ing of the Holy Spirit, members from any and all nations 
of earth could become bona fide descendants of Abraham. 
In talking about the seed of Abraham in Galatians 3:8, 
Paul appealed to Genesis 12:3, where God promised Abra­
ham that all the families of earth would be blessed in 
him. Later on in that chapter he affirmed that Christ 
was the seed of Abraham (v. 16), so that those who are 
united to Christ by faith are Abraham's seed (v. 29).1 

It is interesting to note that few if any covenant theolo-

gians would state that Christians are the seed of Abraham 

in a "physical" sense as Fuller has here presented. In 

fact, most covenant commentators are careful to avoid the 

use of the word "physical" which leads one to believe that 

they teach that Gentile Christians become members of the 

new Israel or Church in a spiritual sense. A typical inter-

pretation of Galatians 3:29 which avoids the word "physical" 

is as follows: 

We are all Abraham's children by virtue of our faith­
union with Christ, who was Abraham's true offspring 
since he was theone true Israelite. We therefore re­
ceive the benefits which God .decreed should come to 
the nations through the historical channel which he 
appointed, the people of Israel, now reconstituted as 

lFuller, Gospel and Law: Contrast or Continuum?, 
p. 133. 



the new Israel, the new People of God, the Christian 
Church.! 

This author is amazed at the logic put forth by 
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some writers in showing that Chr.istians are part of Israel. 

Galatians 3 shows the · relationship of Christians and the 

seed of Abraham in the following syllogism: 

A < B 
Christ is the seed of Abraham (Gal 3:16) 

c < A 
Christians are of Christ (Gal 3:26) 

c < B 
Christians are of the seed of Abraham (Gal 3:29) 

But Ladd states the following logic: "If Abraham is the 

father of a spiritual people, and if all believers are sons 

of Abraham his offspring, then it follows that they are Is­

rael, spiritually speaking." 2 The error of this logic can 

be shown with sets and subsets as follows: 

A = Universe = Spiritual Sons of Abraham 
+Israelite Descendants 
+Non-Israelite Descendants 

SP = Spiritual People 
AB = All Believers 
I = Israel 

1william Neil, "The Letter of Paul to the Galatians," 
ed. P. R. Ackroyd, et al, in The Cambridge· ·Bible Com:m:entary 
(Cambridge: At the University Press, 1967), p. 62. 

2Ladd, "Historic Premillennialism," p. 24. 
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But what is the difference between all believers and 

spiritual people? They should be the same and therefore: 

c = Christians = Spiritual people = 
All believers 

SI Spiritual Israelites = Converted Jews 

And this shows that the only Israelites who are part of 

the Church are spiritual Israelites. 

Galatians· 3:29 

Pick up any dispensational commentary on Galatians 

and nine times out of ten, the interpretation will be that 

Christians are not the "seed of Abraham" physically, but 

that through faith in Christ become "seed 11 in a spiritual 

sense and share with Abraham "justification by faith." 

Kent represents this view as follows: 

Because ~elievers belong to Christ in this most inti­
mate way (note the phrases used: 'baptized into 
Christ,' 'have put on Christ,' 'in Christ Jesus'), they 
are constituted as Abraham's unique Seed {3:16); and 
inasmuch as believers are united with Him, they share 
His position. They did not become Abraham's seed by 
physical descent, for most of the Galatian Christians 
were Gentiles, •.• they had become 'heirs according 
to the promise.' The promise of Abraham of justifi-



cation by faith and its attendant blessings is shared 
by those who are in Christ the Seed.l · 
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The question then is, can "seed of Abraham" be interpreted 

as spiritual in light of the grammatical-historical inter-

pretation principle? 

Interpretation Principles 

The dispensationalist agrees with Milton Terry, who 

after discussing the various methods of biblical interpre-

tation, states that it is "the Grammatico-Historical . • . 

method which most fully commends itself to the judgment and 

conscience of Christian scholars." 2 This method attempts 

to find the precise meaning intended by the biblical writer, 

and uses the same reason, common sense, and grammatical 

process one would apply to secular writing. This includes 

mastering the writer's language, dialect, style, expression, 

circumstances, and purpose. 3 A consideration of "the ac-

cepted rules of grammar and rhetoric, as well as the factual 

historical and cultural data •.. " 4 is a necessary part of 

this mastery. 

Additionally, the "exegete, furnished with suitable 

qualifications, intellectual, educational, and moral, will 

accept the claims of the Bible without prejudice or adverse 

1Kent, The· F·r ·eedom of God's· Sons, pp. 108-9. 

2Mil ton S. Terry, BibTic·al Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Publishing House, 1974), p. 173. 

3 rbid. 

4Tan, The Tnte·rpreta·tion of Pr·ophecy, p. 29. 
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prepossession, and, with no ambition to prove them true or 

false, will investigate the language and import of each 

book with fearless independence." 1 This is what is called 

literal interpretation. 

The question is then asked whether literal means 

non ... figurative? All great literature, including the Bil:>le, 

uses both figurative and non-figurative language. These 

figures are a legitimate part of language which makes it 

linguistically more ·lively. For instance, we would not 

equate Christ with the sun, moon, and stars when in John 

8:12 He says, "I am the light of the world; he who follows 

Me shall not walk in the darkness, . " This is a normal 

and customary part of biblical language and we can find a 

literal meaning behind it without forcing an unnatural 

element on it. 2 

Covenant interpreters argue that when the dispensa-

tionalist's literal interpretation "is pressed in a rigid 

and unyielding manner upon every Scripture, this very prin­

ciple, which is the natural one to l:>e employed, actually 

perverts the meaning of the text." 3 The argument then 

follows that the spiritual element of Scripture is missed. 

But the literal interpreter recognizes that the Bible is 

22. 

1Terry, · Biblical Hermeneutics, p. 173. 

2Tan, The· Inte·rpret·a·t'i'on· · o·f Pro·phecy , p. 31. 

3Bass , · Backgr·o·unds ·to· D'ispensati'cin·al'i'sm, pp. 21-



divine in its content and origin and that it contains 

spiritual truths. These spiritual truths can be brought 

out by the literal interpretation method. 1 

The Seed of Abraham 

In Scripture, there are three different groups of 

people who are referred to as "the seed of Abraham." 

First, there is the natural seed which came through Jacob 

and his twelve sons--"0 seed of Abraham, His servant, 0 

sons of Jacob, His chosen ones!" (Psa 105:6). Jesus also 

referred to this natural seed with: "I know that you are 
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Abraham's offspring" (Jn 8:37); as did Paul (cf. Rom 2:17, 

8:3, 9:4, 10:1). Second, there is a spiritual seed which 

is contained within the natural. Paul points this out in 

at least two passages in Romans: "For he is not a Jew who 

is one outwardly; • . • But he is a Jew who is one inward-

ly ." (Rom 2:28-29); and" .•• For they are not all 

Israel who are descended from Israel" (Rom 9:6). Third, 

the seed denotes Christians regardless of race (Gal 3:28, 

29). This seed was provided for in the Abrahamic Covenant 

with the promise that " .•• in you all the families of the 

earth shall be blessed'' (Gen 12:3) . 2 Ryrie points out that 

Christ is also a seed born to Abraham: "There is Christ--

'Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He 

1Tan, The· Int·e ·r ·preta·tion o'f Pr·ophecy, p. 32. 

2Kurtaneck, "Dispensationalism--A Builder of Faith." 



saith not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And 

1 to thy seed, which is Christ'" (Gal 3:16). 

An examination of such Old Testament verses· as when 

God said to Abraham concerning Isaac: " . I will estab-

lish My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant for 

his descendants after him11 (Gen 17:19), reveals that the 

descendants (seed} · are _physical. Note that the promise was 

also made to Jacob (Gen 28:13-14) at a later time. In 

light. of this, Walvoord points out that: 

Nothing should be plainer than that Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob understood the term seed as referring to their 
physical lineage. While blessing is promised those 
outside the seed of Abraham if they believe as godly 
Abraham believed, the particular promises of a great 
posterity, of possession of the land, and being the · 
channel of blessing to Gentiles is never given to any 
except the physical seed.2 

Galatians 3:29 and the Abrahamic Covenant 

The Abrahamic Covenant was adequately covered in the 

first part of this chapter. And the resulting fulfill-

rnent of that covenant can be stated quite simply: "Through 
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Jesus Christ the promise is fulfilled. He is the seed with­

in the seed of Abraham through whom the fullness of blessing 

is mediated (3:15-18,29) ." 3 It is only through ·faith in 

1charles c. Ryrie, Dis·p·en:sa·t ·iot1alism Today (Chicago: 
Moody Press, 1965), p. 148. 

2John F. Walvoord, · The Millen:n:ial Kingdom (Findlay: 
Dunham Publishing Company, 1959), p. 161. 

3Norman c. Habel, "The Gospel Promise to Abraham," 
Concordia· The'ological Monthly 40 (June, July, August 1969): 
354. 



Christ that the Gentile receives any blessing from the 

promise given to Abraham. Martin Luther understood this 

clearly: 

Indeed the promise was made only to the Jews, and not 
to us that are Gentiles (Psal. cxlvii.). 'He showeth 
his word unto Jacob,' & c, 'He hath :not dealt so with 
every nation,' & c, Notwithstanding, that which was 
promised cometh unto us by faith, by that which only 
we apprehend the promise of God. Albeit then that the 
promise be not made unto us, yet it is made as touch­
ing us and for us; for we are named in the promise: 
'In thy seed .•• blessed.' For the promise showeth 
plainly that Abraham should be the father, not only 
of the Jewish nation, but of many nations; and that he 
should be the heir, not of one kingdom, but of all the 
world (Rom IV) .1 
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But dispensationalists also understand that some of the prom-

ises to Abrahamare unconditional and also eschatological. 

This eschatological element has been nicely presented: 

As far as Christians or the Church sharing in the b~ess­
ings of the Covenant, th-is is certainly true not because 
the Church is merged with Israel but because the Church 
is inseparably united to Christ, the Bridegroom, and 
thus becomes co-regent with Him. As we have previously 
noted, the Church is a regal body destined to rule and 
reign with Christ the King and thus to be partakers of 
the promises and blessings of the Abrahamic covenant.2 

Galatians 3:29 and the Immediate Context 

In general, the dispensationalist agrees with Fein-

berg that "It is proper to speak of believing Jews and be­

lieving Gentiles as Abraham's spiritual seed (so Paul 

1Martin Luther, ~A Coinmentary an· saint Paul's Epts·tle 
to ·the Galatians (London: James Duncan, 1838), p. 324. 

2Rolland D. HcCune, "The Church and the Ahrahamic 
Covenant," a thesis presented to the faculty of Grace Theo­
logical Seminary, May 1966, p. 69. 



54 

designates them in Galatians ·3), but spiritual Israelites 

are believing Jews only." 1 This is based on a proper inter-

pretation of Romans 9:6, which was previously mentioned; and 

Galatians 6:16, which must refer to spiritual Israelites as 

defined above. 2 

Galatians 3:29 in the context of 3:26-29 contributes 

to the understanding of Galatians 3:14 which states "· •• 

that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to 

the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the 

Spirit through faith." Galatians 3:26-29, in conjunction 

with 1 Corinthians 12:13, explains that: 

By faith in Christ men become the sons of God, being 
baptized into Christ. Those who are in Christ are then 
said to be Abraham's seed and heirs according to the 
promise (3:29). Thus they become eligible to receive 
the blessing promised in the Abrahamic covenant by be­
ing joined to Christ through baptism. By comparison 
with 1 Corinthians 12:13, it is evident that the bap­
tism of the Holy Spirit is in view in these verses. 
He is the one who places believers into mystical union 
with Christ. 3 

At this point, there is agreement between covenant and dis­

pensational theologians. In fact, Barnes who was of the 

covenant persuasion, commenting on 3:29, stated: 

The promise made to Abraham related to the Messiah. 
• • • Abraham believed in that Messiah, . If they 

1charles L. Feinberg, p·r ·em:illennialism or A.tn:illen­
nialism (New York: American Board of Missions to the Jews, 
Inc., 1961), p. 147. 

2 rbid. 

3Herschel D. Pumphrey, "An Exegetical Study of Gal­
atians 3:1-14, with Special Reference · to the Promise of the 
Spirit and the Abraham Covenant" (Thesis, Dallas Theological 
Seminary, May 1974), p. 68. 



believed in Christ, therefore, they showed that they 
were the spiritual descendants of Abraham. No matter 
whether they were Jews or Gentiles • ~ .1 
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Calvin states that Paul, in Galatians 3:29, intended 

"to repress the pride of the Jews, who gloried in their 

privilege, as if they alone were the people of God." 2 And 

in his interpretation of Galatians 6:16, he interprets ' the 

"Israel of God" to be the Church and ties it back to Gala­

tians 3:29. 3 But, viewing Galatians 3:29 in light of 3:28, 

reveals that: 

The statements of Paul in regard to this being in 
Christ (Gal 3:28) show the distinction between the 
Church and Israel. They are maintained in this passage 
which so strongly unites Christians with Abraham in the 
matter of promise.4 

Of interest is the method used by some covenant 

theologians in refuting the distinction between Israel and 

the Church. A case in point: 

• . . the distinction between Israel and the Church, so 
basic and crucial to dispensationalism, is difficult to 
maintain consistently. Dispensationalists have care­
fully selected passages that favor (or at least can ac­
commodate) their interpretation. Other passages, how­
ever, are not so easily disposed of. In Romans 9 and 
Galatians 3, for example, it is difficult to escape the 

1Albert Barnes, Barnes' Notes on the New Testament, 
edited by Ingram Cobbin (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 
1962) 1 P• 944. 

2John Calvin, "Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul 
to the Galatians and Ephesians," trans. Willl.am Pringle, in 
calvin' s· Cornme·n·taries I 22 vol. (reprint ed. I Grand Rapids: 
Baker Book House, 1979), p. 112. 

3Ibid. I p. 186. 

4stephen E. Rumley, "The Promises to the Seed in 
Galatians Three," monograph, Winona Lake, Grace Theological 
Seminary, May 1975, p. 54. 



conclusion that Paul regarded the Church, Jew and 
Gentile ·alike, as the true heir to the promises orig­
inally made to national Israel.l 
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In response to Mr. Erickson, the "All the nations shall be 

blessed in you'' (Gal 3:8) refers to more than national Is-

rael. The promises came to Christ (Gal 3:16) and the prom-

ise, that is salvation in Christ, comes to believers (Gal 

3:29). 

In summary, when the dispensationalist examines a 

verse like Galatians 3:29, he first applies the literal in-

terpretation principle to it. He realizes that there is a 

literal/physical seed of Abraham, but the context (Gal 3:26-

29) te.lls him that the seed of Abraham are those who are 

in spiritual union \'lith Christ. This union with Christ is 

accomplished by Holy Spirit baptism (1 Cor 12:13) and there-

fore Christians are spiritual seed and not physical. 

And finally, concerning "heirs according to the 

promise,'' this author believes that those in Christ are the 

heirs and not Abraham. Meyer argues for this interpretation 

as follows: 

For if Paul had wished to express the idea that Chris­
tians as the children of Abraham were also the heirs of 
Abraham, the xat Enay~ would have been inappropriate; 
because the promise (ver. 16) had announced the heirship 
of the Messianic kingdom to Abraham ahd his seed, but 
had not announced this heirship in the first instance 
to Abraham, and then announced to his seed in their 
turn that they should be Abraham's heirs.2 

1Millard J. Erickson, Cont·em:p·o·rary Op ti·on:s in E·scha­
toTogy (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1977 ) , p. 123. 

2Meyer ,· GaTa·tians, p. 15 9 • 



CHAPTER III 

THE SOLUTION OF GALATIANS 3:29 

This chapter will first summarize both the covenant 

and dispensational views concerning Galatians 3:29. Then, 

in the conclusion, this · author will divulge his viewpoint 

concerning a solution to the problem expressed in the 

"Introduction and Statement of Purpose'' section of this 

paper. And, finally, a practical consideration will be 

suggested. 

summari·z·a·tion: ·of the· Covetiant Viewpoint 

At the heart of the covenant theologian's interpre­

tation of Galatians 3:29 is the Covenant of Grace and the 

insistence that the Church is identified with spiritual 

Israel. In order to support this contention, Old Testament 

prophecy cannot be interpreted literally. And therefore an 

analogy of interpretation, in which the Old Testament is 

interpreted in light of the New Testament, and the spiritual 

takes precedence over the natural, is used. This does not 

mean that all covenant theologians believe that the Church 

in this age fulfills all Old Testament prophecy, for there 

are amillennial, postmillennial and historical premillenn.t.al 

views of the millennium among them. 
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In the covenant system, the Church or Church-state, 

as a peculiar people set apart from the world, began with 

Abraham. Because of idolatry and apostasy, it became neces­

sary for a visible Church. In fact, the true seed promise 

made to Abraham was Christ and the ultimate blessing is 

salvation through faith. Within this view is the spiritual 

interpretation that the promise of the land of Canaan is a 

type of heaven. It is true that some believe that Chris­

tians inherit the land (Canaan or earth), but this is the 

exception rather than the rule. 

Many covenant theologians use Romans 11 and the fig­

ure of the Olive Tree in their interpretation of Galatians 

3: 2 9. Here the Olive Tree is Is·rael or the Church with the 

tap root being Abraham. The unbelieving Jews are removed 

from the Olive Tree and Gentile believers are grafted in. 

Therefore, the "seed of Abraham" equals all believers, Jew 

and Gentile, who are grafted into Israel, represented by 

the good Olive Tree. This Israel was in covenant relat.ion 

with God and is still in covenant relation with God in the 

New Covenant. Both covenants are a Covenant of Grace. 

The resulting interpretation of Galatians 3:29 in 

view of the covenant theologian's interpretation of Romans 

11, the Abrahamic Covenant, and other New Testament pas­

sages, has resulted in primary and secondary meanings. 

First, the "seed of Abraham" are the Jewish people and the 

inheritance is the land of Canaan or the earth. Secondly, 

using the analogy of Old Testament types and symbols, the 
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"seed of Abraham" is Christ, and the Church or Israel is a 

type of Christ. Thirdly, using the analogy of interpreting . . 

the Old Testament in light of the New Testament, natural 

Israel becomes spiritual Israel of which all believers are 

a part. As such, the "seed of Abraham" is spiritual Israel. 

It is true that some theologians, such as Fuller, who may 

be neither covenant nor dispensational, view the "seed of 

Abraham" as physical, but this is an exception. 

Sutnma·riza·tion of the Disp e·nsa·tional Viewpoint 

At the heart of the dispensationalist . theologian's 

interpretation of Galatians 3:29 is the use of the grammati­

cal-historical interpretation principle. He believes that 

using this principle consistently throughout Scripture 

evinces that the distinction between Israel and the Church 

exists throughout eternity. This means that Old Testament 

prophecies mustbe interpreted literally and proof positive 

of this is that Old Testament prophecies concerning the 

first coming of Christ were fulfilled literally. 

The Abrahamic Covenant was a solemn occasion vis-

ibly made between God and Abraham. It was confirmed by 

subsequent historical occurrences in the Old Testament 

record. That the covenant is unconditional is shown by the 

fact that portions of the covenant have been fulfilled in 

spite of Israel's unworthiness. 

The covenant and dispensational theologians both 

agree that: "And in you all the families of the earth 



shall be blessed" (Gen 12:3) is Me.ssianic. Christ is the 

fulfillment of this promise to Abraham as is ·demonstrated 
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in Galatians 3. And in that respect, this promise also ex­

tends to the Church, the body of Christ • . It is only through 

faith in Christ that the Gentile partakes of this promise. 

The "seed of Abraham" in Galatians 3:29 does not 

confirm that there is only one group in covenant relation 

to God at every point in history. The covenant with Is­

rael that they will inherit the land of Canaan is an eve.r­

lasting covenant and is not superseded~ In fact, there are 

three different groups of pe.ople who are referred to as the. 

"seed of Abraham." These include the natural seed through 

Jacob and his twelve sons, a spiritual seed within the 

natural seed whichconsists of believing Jews, and Chris­

tians, regardless of race. And then there is the ultimate 

seed of Abra.ham which is Christ. 

The "if you belong to Christ" of Galatians 3:29 in 

the context of Galatians 3:26-29 means to be "baptized into 

Christ." This is a spiritual and not a physical union with 

Christ, as shown by this context and the Holy Spirit bap­

tism of 1 Corinthians 12:13. So it follows that the ''seed 

of Abraham" in Galatians 3:29 are those who have been 

spiritually united to Christ through faith. They are there­

fore spiritual seed as agreed upon by dispensationalists and 

most covenant theologians. 

The "heirs according to the promise" of Galatians 3: 

29 are those who "belong to Christ," and not Abraham. The 
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"promise" of this verse is singular and does not refer to 

all the promises made to Abraham. Likewise, the "p:r:omise" 

is not Christ per se, because it would make no sense to 

say that: "those who are of Christ inherit Christ." 

Rather, the "promise" is salvation through Christ which 

comes to Christians as well as to Abraham. 

Conclt1sion 

This author would not be so bold as to say that 

there are no problems with the dispensational approach to 

biblical interpretation. There are portions of Scripture 

which have apparent problems which will probably never be 

solved by any theological system this side of heaven. 

Galatians 3:29 is not a problem passage except in that its 

interpretation varies somewhat depending on the theological 

system, i.e., covenant · or dispensational, used. 

In the "Introduction and Statement of Purpose" 

section, it was posited that in Galatians 3:29, "There seems 

to be an implication that Gentile Christians are part of the 

fulfillment of promises given to Abraham and to his natural 

seed and are therefore a part of Israel." The first part of 

this s.tatement has been shown to be true because all Chris­

tians are "seed of Abraham" through Christ in a spiritual 

sense. But it does not follow that they are therefore part 

of Israel, or does it? For the dispensationalist, it does 

not follow since he has shown Israel and the Church to be 

distinct. On the other hand, if the covenant theologian is 
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consistent in his interpretation principles, then it follows 

that Gentiles are part of Israel. We would insist, however, 

that Galatians 3:29 does not prove Israel and the Church 

equal, but only affirms it under the covenant system. We 

also would insist that we do not entirely agree with the 

covenant theologian's interpretation principles which lea.d 

him to this conclusion. 

On the practical side, this verse, Galatians 3:29, 

or the different interpretation principles used by the 

covenant and dispensational camps, should not divide us as 

Christians. We are all brothers in Christ. For "if you 

belong to Christ (i.e., born again), then you are Abraham's 

offspring (i.e., spiritual seed), heirs according to 

promise (i.e., salvation)" (Gal 3:29). 
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