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Summary

This article aims to understand Paul’s argument about ‘seeds’ and ‘seed’ in
Galatians 3:16 — first, by discerning which text of Genesis lies behind it;
and secondly, by using recent grammatical work on ‘seed’ in Hebrew to
discern whether the Hebrew is collective or singular. The article concludes
that Paul was using Genesis 22:18, which speaks of an individual offspring,
and that he properly applied it to Jesus as a Messianic text.

Introduction

In Galatians 3:8 and 3:16 Paul claims that his mission and message to
the Gentiles fulfill what Genesis had said about Abraham:
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8 And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith,
preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all the
nations be blessed.’ ... '* Now the promises were made to Abraham and to
his offspring. It does not say, ‘And to offsprings,” referring to many; but °
referring to one, ‘And to your offspring,” which is Christ. (ESV)

The purpose of this study is to see if we can discern how Paul used
these Old Testament passages. To do that, we will need first to discern
just which text or texts he has alluded to; and then to consider what
those passages mean in their context in Genesis. Then we will be able
to see the relationship between their original meaning and Paul’s
application.

Paul’s use of Genesis has provoked much discussion, because it is
not immediately clear how he got his point from the texts he cited. For
example, H.J. Schoeps declared Paul’s argument to be ‘both in
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contradiction to the meaning of the word [seed/offspring] and to
Biblical linguistic usage’; and one of Paul’s defenders, Leonhard
Goppelt, has still called Paul’s approach ‘clearly an artificial
interpretation of the promise [in Genesis].” Others have sought to find
parallels in Rabbinic exegesis, while still others have resorted to
various other kinds of explanations.

I will begin by surveying how various writers have discussed
Paul’s hermeneutical approach here. It will not be necessary to offer
extensive critique of them, however, because recent work on the
Genesis ‘offspring’ texts opens the way to a more grammatically-
oriented approach.

Survey of Interpretations of Paul’s Hermeneutic

In this section I survey what authors have said about the way Paul
handles the Genesis source, and how he found a Christological sense
in it. Was Paul simply giving the ‘true’ reading of Genesis — and if
so, could the original audience of that book have perceived this
meaning? Or was Paul giving a kind of secondary sense, or re-inter-
pretation, of the apparently collective noun in Genesis? And if so, was
there a clear line from the historical sense of Genesis to the Christian
meaning of the passages? Or was Paul just straining the grammar t00
far, yielding an artificial and invalid interpretation of the OT?
Traditionally, Christians have held that the way to understand
Paul’s hermeneutic in Galatians 3:16 is by supposing that Paul was
giving the true meaning of Genesis. As Theodore of Mopsuestia put
it,1
The words and to his offspring are found to be strictly fulfilled in Christ in
their straightforward sense, since he is Abraham’s offspring by nature, as are

all those who derive their stock from that source. ... This promise is
completely fulfilled in Christ in the light of the actual events.

Most of these writers do not say whether they think the original
audience of Genesis could have seen what Paul did. Calvin, however,
justifies the use of the ‘seed’ by noting that in Genesis 21:12 God

1 Cited in M.J. Edwards, ed., Galatians-Ephesians-Philippians (Ancient
Christian Commentary on Scripture; Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity, 1999), 44; see
also Theophylact, PG 124, 344; John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles of
Paul to the Galatians and Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979 [original Latin
1548]); so, apparently, Chrysostom, PG 61, 654. B.M. Newman, “Translating
“seed” in Galatians 3.16, 19°, Bible Translator 35:3 (July 1984) 334-37, argues
that Paul’s argument is that Christ is the sole heir to the Abrahamic promise.
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makes a distinction between the offspring of Abraham, and that we
find further narrowing as OT history proceeds.

In Lightfoot’s 1865 commentary, however, we find a kind of
typological approach — that is, Genesis had its historical meaning,
regarding the descendants of Abraham, but this provides an analogy
that enables us to understand Christ’s place in God’s plan. By this
approach, Christ is the crystallization or supreme representative of
Abraham’s line. He wrote:2

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, ... [in Christ] the race was summed

up, as it were. ... But Secondly; According to the analogy of interpretation
of the Old Testament in the New, the spiritual takes the place of the natural.

N.T. Wright offers a development of this approéch, proposing that
‘seed’ derives its individual sense from its collective one as ‘family’.
He writes:3

We might suggest that the singularity of the ‘seed’ in v. 16 is not the
singularity of an individual person contrasted with the plurality of many
human beings, but the singularity of one family contrasted with the plurality
of families which would result if the Torah were to be regarded the way
Paul’s opponents apparently regarded it.

.. Tt is therefore clear that, under certain circumstance, Y77 and its regular
translation onéppa could have a new singular sense, deriving from the
regular collective one, of ‘family’.

. Here, as elsewhere, we meet Paul’s use of XpLo‘tog ina representatlve
or corporate sense ..., carrying the significance of the one ‘in whom’ the
people of God is summed up.

Another kind of typical interpretation invokes the idea of ‘corporate
solidarity’, which in some cases leads to something quite similar to

the first kind of typology. E.E. Ellis vigorously defended Paul’s
argument, and explained it thus:4

2 ].B. Lightfoot, St Paul's Epistle to the Galatians (Lynn: Hendrickson, 1981
[orig. 1865]) 143. See also L. Goppelt, Typos: The Typological Interpretation of
the Old Testament in the New (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982 [orig. German
1939]), 138; H.N. Ridderbos, Galatians (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953),
134; D. Guthrie, Galatians (NCBC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), 102
(apparently); R.A. Pyne, ‘The “Seed,” the Spirit, and the Blessing of Abraham’,
BibSac 152 (1995) 211-22, at 21415 (combining this with corporate solidarity,
see below).

3 N.T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) 162-68.

4 E.E. Ellis, Paul’s Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957),
70-73. See also R.N. Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 19), 106-107; R.N. Longenecker, Galatians (WBC;
Waco: Word, 1990), 132; B.A. Demarest & C. Brown, ‘Seed, Plant, Grass, Flower,






























