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Introductory Notes

June 2009
Dear Reader,

The Theological Research Report is directed toward the interests and needs of Christian Sabbatarians and will present in-depth reviews, critiques, exegesis and original research of various theological topics including but not limited to church history, church government, history of church finance, covenant theology, historical prophetic fulfillments, Biblical chronology, Biblical archaeology, Sabbatarian liturgy, the Hebrew Calendar, healing and principles of spiritual growth.

As the first issue of the Theological Research Report was published in June 2008, this issue begins the second year of publication. This is an opportune time to thank those of you who have donated to this effort during the past twelve months. I am grateful to each reader who has helped to cover the expenses of producing the Report.
This month’s issue is dedicated to the second part of a research paper written by Gary A. Staszak on the subject of Paul’s epistle to the Galatians.  As in the previous issue, which presented the first part, Gary’s abstract of the paper is again included. 
Theological Research Report--© Carl D. Franklin--theolresearch@hotmail.com.
Volume 2  



    Issue 8
 


Page 3

June 2009

As I mentioned in the May issue, I am very pleased that Gary has granted permission to publish this most informative and well documented paper in the Theological Research Report. The facts that Gary presents in his paper help to counter a frequently used argument against observing God’s holy days. In the fourth century St. John Chrysostom (c. 386 AD) wrote a work titled Against the Jews in which he argued that Galatians 4:8-11 is condemning Christians who observe the days that the Jews have traditionally observed. Many churches preach and teach the same today. Gary’s paper points out the weaknesses in this argument and greatly strengthens our belief that Galatians 4:8-11 refers to the observance of pagan holidays rather than to the observance of the weekly Sabbath and annual holy days of the Bible. 
Please take time to thoroughly study this part of Gary’s paper. Although there are many literary terms that may be unfamiliar to you, the information is presented in a clear and understandable manner. If you have any questions or comments concerning the material, you may email them to Gary at the address listed at the beginning of the presentation.
Sincerely,

Carl D. Franklin
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Abstract
The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians is one of the more controversial books in the New Testament. The author believes a misconception regarding Paul’s purpose for writing this epistle has greatly contributed to the debate. A key aspect of the controversy involves the negative interpretation of passages such as Galatians 4:8-10 in respect to the biblical festivals (including the seventh-day Sabbath as described in Leviticus 23 and elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible), which have traditionally been deemed to be the object of Paul’s condemnation. Based on the work of Martin, the author suggests that this passage does not pertain to the biblical festivals but refers to a pagan time-keeping system. When this passage is properly interpreted, the author believes the epistle’s purpose can be understood, enabling the epistle to regain its rightful place in the historical drama of first-century Christianity. Moreover, it can then more clearly convey its ancient testimony to contemporary Christians.
Part I examines the controversy surrounding Paul’s purpose in writing his epistle to the Galatians, tracing historical and recent perspectives and surveying the modern theories regarding its purpose. Part II reviews the internal evidence and uses literary (stasis) theory in particular to build an argument for the epistle’s purpose. It also includes a bibliography.
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The Purpose (Reason) for Galatians: 
A Review of the Modern Theories and the Internal Evidence 

Gary A. Staszak

sowersoftheseed@verizon.net

Copyright © 2009 by Sowers of the Seed

___________________________________________________

Part II

A Review of the Internal Evidence

Numerous works are available to assist in analyzing the textual evidence, offering various perspectives and interpretations for consideration. My analysis relies heavily on commentaries and articles that apply the latest approaches used in studying the rhetorical and literary structures of the biblical text (i.e., rhetorical and literary criticism). To avoid the influence of general ideological biases, I purposefully chose works from a variety of theological perspectives: Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Protestant (evangelical), Messianic Jewish, and Church of God (Sabbatarian). 
Some initial observations were made as I was reading and evaluating these works. Most of the commentaries and New Testament introductions follow some form of the traditional view of Galatians (see the section on major historical positions). What is unsatisfactory about some of these presentations is that in many instances the authors do not actually prove their positions but merely assume them. A prime example is the interpretation of Galatians 4:8-10. This harsh assessment may be unmerited for the introductions, which cannot provide extended exegesis due to their restrictive purpose and space, but this charge can legitimately be applied to a number of the commentaries.
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In addition, many of these articles and commentaries combine (actually confuse) the occasion with the purpose, or they focus too narrowly on one of the book’s doctrinal messages (Gal. 2:16). Unlike his fellow commentators in the Expositor’s Bible Commentary series, Boice makes no attempt to define an occasion and a purpose for Galatians. In his comments, however, he does consider Galatians 1:6-9 as the reason for the letter, and in this designation he seems close to the truth.29
A Review of the Occasion
In order to evaluate the purpose of Paul’s letter to the Galatians, it is important to have a basic understanding of the occasion. We can ascertain several elements with relative certainty from the letter itself and from the book of Acts. 

1) Senders: Paul wrote his letter through the aid of an amanuensis, or secretary (Gal. 1:1; 6:11). He sent his letter as the leader of a group of brethren, who apparently served as witnesses (Gal. 1:2). The place of writing is unverifiable. Dates for its writing range between AD 48-57.30
2) Demographics: Paul addressed his readers as a homogenous group. He referred to them as the “churches of Galatia” (Gal. 1:2) and later in a biting and more combative manner saluted them as “O foolish Galatians” (Gal. 3:1). Paul also referred to the Galatian churches in a collective manner when discussing aid for famine victims (cf. 1 Cor. 16:1).31 

_____________________________________________

29James Montgomery Boice, “Galatians.” In The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Romans through Galatians, ed. By Frank E. Gaebelein, vol. 12 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, (1976), 427.
30 For a review of the evidence regarding the letter’s origin, see Betz, 11-12. 

31The Corinthian reference could either be earlier or later, depending on one’s dating for Galatians. The writing for 1 Corinthians is ca. AD 55-57.
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Most scholars believe the Galatians were Gentiles (Gal. 4:8; 5:2ff; 6:12) unless one considers the inscriptional data and literary theories pertaining to Paul’s addressees.32 If one accepts the notion that these churches were located in the southern portion of the Roman province of Galatia, it is very probable that the congregations were composed of Jewish Christians as well (cf. Acts 13:14, 42-44, 48-50; 14:1-4).

The letter’s destination is a matter of debate for at least two reasons: the ambiguity of the statement “I preached the gospel to you at first”33 (Gal. 4:13) and the exact meaning of the demographic designation “Galatia” (Gal. 1:2; 3:1). Does the phrase “at first” (toV provteron) refer to one or more visits (i.e., “at first” or “formerly”)?34 Does Paul use the name “Galatia” in a cultural/ geographic or a political sense? 
Two major theories have been proposed to address these questions. The northern Galatian theory holds that Paul used the term in a narrow sense and was referring to the Celtic tribes of the central plateau of Asia Minor, an area he visited on his second and third missionary journeys (Acts 16:6; 18:23). In contrast, the southern Galatian theory posits that Paul applied the name in a wider sense and was referring to the Roman province, which included some of the cities of ethnically mixed peoples he visited on his first missionary journey (Acts 13:13-14:23).35 Among these cities were Antioch in Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. The northern Galatian theory was held widely until the late 1800s. Current evangelical consensus seems to favor the provincial view (southern Galatian theory).

_____________________

32Betz, 4-5. See also Troy Martin, “Apostasy to Paganism: The Rhetorical Stasis of the Galatian Controversy,” Journal of Biblical Literature 114/3 (1995), 450ff.

33All scriptural references are from the New King James Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1982) unless otherwise noted. 

34For an ingenious solution for this issue based on source criticism and linguistic data, see Paul Nadim Tarazi, Galatians: A Commentary (Crestwood: J.N.: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1994), 1-11. Tarazi also masterfully addresses the issue of destination and reconciles the chronological disparities between Acts and Galatians. He ultimately settles on the southern Galatian theory, dates the book in the mid-50s AD, and links Galatians 2 to the Acts 15 conference.

35For an indepth review of the history of the region and the peoples, see Betz, 1-3. 
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As the book’s date is connected closely to its destination, it would be helpful to resolve these demographical issues. However, these topics belong to a study that exceeds this paper’s scope.36 Paul’s purpose for writing can be properly ascertained whether or not these issues are resolved. 

3) Initial Contact: Paul’s first contact with the Galatians was the result of an unknown infirmity (Gal. 4:13). This incident is mentioned only in Galatians. Some scholars have tried unsuccessfully to link it to the stoning in Acts 14:20. Whatever Paul’s affliction may have been, it did not prevent him from preaching the gospel to the Galatians. Tarazi persuasively has shown that Paul made at least one “strengthening” trip to the Galatian churches after his initial contact (cf. Acts 15:36-16:6).37 
4) Paul’s Gospel: Paul had publicly proclaimed the gospel to the Galatians, stressing Christ’s sacrificial death and their redemption (i.e., freedom) from the bonds of the world (Gal. 1:4; 2:5, 14; 3:1; cf. Rom. 3:21). He apparently did not impose additional Mosaic dictates on them per his previous agreement (Gal. 2:2-5, 10; cf. Acts 15:19-20).38 Betz believes the following (with scriptural references from his footnotes added in parentheses for the benefit of the reader): 

____________________

36 For concise discussions, see Carson, 458-465; Guthrie, 465-481; George G. Findlay, “Galatians, Epistle to the,” in The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, ed. by James Orr, vol. 2 (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1956), 1159-1163; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “The Letter to the Galatians,” in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, ed. by Raymond E. Brown, et al. (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1990), 781; McDonald, 411-413; Herman N. Ridderbos, “Galatians, Epistle to the,” and W.M. Ramsey and C.J. Hemer, “Galatia, Galatians,” in The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, ed. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1982), 379-383 and 377-379; and Thiessen, 214-218. Boice (414) offers a useful map of the cities in the Roman province. Tarazi, 1-5. 
37Tarazi arrives at his conclusion by carefully interpreting Galatians 1:6-9 and 4:13 and Comparing these sections with the common linguistic features in Acts.
38Whether one believes Galatians was written prior to or after the Jerusalem Council, the results remains the same. Paul preached a gospel that reinterpreted “law” in light of justification and salvation. For more details, see Tom R. Roberts, From Sacral Kingship to Sacred Marriage (New York: Vantage Press, 2003), 200-201, and Systematic Theology Addendum: The Law, Sabbath and Redemption (Meridian, Idaho: Church of God Publishing, 2003), 9-11. Roberts’ conclusions are based upon the work of scholars such as George Eldon Ladd (A Theology of the New Testament). 
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Paul had preached among the Galatians the same gospel he had preached and was still preaching among all the gentiles. The Galatians had heard and accepted the message (Gal. 1:16; 2:2; 4:13). They had become Christian believers and had been baptized (Gal. 3:27). They had come to regard themselves as “sons of God” (Gal. 3:26; also 3:7; 4:6-7), as “people belonging to Christ” (Gal. 3:28, 29; 5:24), and as “heirs” of God’s promised salvation (Gal. 3:29; 4:1, 7, 30). All of this was made possible by the divine gift of the Spirit. Most likely the Galatians had experienced this gift of the Spirit in the form of an ecstatic manifestation (Gal. 3:2, 5). On account of this experience they seem to have regarded themselves as “the people of the spirit (oiJ pneumatikoiv) (Gal. 6:1), a self-designation which betrays high religious claims and expectations. (Betz, 28-29)

Whether the Galatians actually understood all of the theological concepts as outlined by Betz is difficult to determine. Paul’s epistle presupposes that they did understand or at least had a knowledge of the Abrahamic narrative and its implications for them. Betz appears correct in his characterization that “freedom” best summarizes the understanding of the Galatians.39  This word is used in its various cognate forms (ejleuqeriva, ejleuvqeroz, ejleuqerovw) eleven times in the book (Gal. 2:4-5; 3:28; 4:22-31; 5:1, 13). That is more occurrences than in any other book in the New Testament (except perhaps Romans and I Corinthians). Betz explains what freedom meant to the ancient Galatians: 

To them [the Galatians] the Christian faith meant that the age-old dream of human freedom had become a reality. For them “freedom” was not merely a theological notion, but they regarded themselves as free from “this evil world” with its repressive social, religious, and cultural laws and conventions. They had left behind ______________________


39 Betz, 29.
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the cultural and social distinctions … religious distinctions … social systems of slavery and the subordination of women. They had overcome their “ignorance of God,” and their barbaric superstition. (Betz, 29)

4) Conversion: Paul’s preaching resulted in the successful conversion of the Galatians from their paganism (Gal. 4:8). The book does not provide any clues to their past religious affiliation. George and others have suggested they were members of the Cybeline cult at Pessinus, a leading city in North Galatia.40 The cult’s priests castrated themselves in service to their idolatrous religion. Such an affiliation, if correct, would explain Paul’s sarcastic retort in Galatians 5:12: “I could wish that those who trouble you would cut themselves off!” George explains the Galatians would not have missed the implication of Paul’s statement: the agitators “… were really no better guides to the spiritual life than the pagan priests.”41 

5) Agitators: I label Paul’s opponents as “agitators” or “troublemakers” because of the meaning of the Greek words used to describe them in Galatians 1:7 and 5:10, 12. 
Betz rightly cautions that the precise identity of the troublemakers cannot be ascertained because Paul does not directly address them: “Paul’s references must be interpreted in terms of their rhetorical origin and function before they can be used as the basis for conclusions about the opponents.”42 Instead, we must rely on Paul’s polemic to sketch their general identity and false gospel. Troy Martin offers a recent exception to this general consensus.43 

_____________________

40 George, 372.

41 Ibid. 

42Betz, 6. 

43 See Martin, “Apostasy to Paganism,” 450ff. 
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He presents an interesting case that Paul actually addressed his opponents in Galatians 4:21-5:6.44  

The agitators seem to have been a group of individuals with a powerful leader (Gal. 3:1; 5:7, 10). Based on the available data, the majority of scholars assume that they were Jewish Christian missionaries (see noted exceptions in the section on the major historical positions). Direct references to circumcision and Paul’s accusations against obedience to Mosaic Law for justification lend credibility to this conclusion. Scholars like Betz and Brown also appeal to Paul’s three examples in the book’s narrative section for their identification of the agitators. The apostle portrays the circumcision party and compromising Jewish-Christians as the “historical predecessors” of his opponents in Galatia: Galatians 2:4-5 (circumcision faction at Jerusalem), Galatians 2:12 (men from James), and Galatians 2:11-14 (Cephas and other Judaizers at Antioch).45 

What motivated these agitators to pressure the Galatians into accepting their false gospel? It is difficult to say what were their exact motives. It may have been to satisfy their own selfish ambition or to avoid persecution as suggested by Paul’s polemic (Gal. 6:12-13). Acts 15:1-5, 24 and Galatians 2:4-12 support the view that Pharisaic Jewish-Christian missionaries based in Judea had traveled as far as Antioch and beyond;
________________________
44Martin’s argument is based on a complex analysis of the verbal forms for peritevnw as applied to the agitators and the Galatian brethren in Galatians 5:2-3 and 6:13. He advocates interpreting the verbs in Galatians 5:2-3 as designating “the practice of circumcision” in line with a substantive (a noun or word that functions as a noun) in Galatians 2:12. His exegesis appears most unnatural and forced. He believes the metaphor of the “yoke of bondage” in Galatians  5:1 more appropriately refers to the agitators’ pre-Christian state, not the Galatians: “According to Paul’s gospel of freedom, the agitators were under the yoke of the law before becoming Christian; the Galatians, however, were not.” Such a conclusion is possible only if we accept his reinterpretation of the meaning of the verbs in Galatians 5:2-3. Martin also relies on the interchange of the first person pronouns in Galatians 3:21-25 and 4:1-5 and the second person pronouns in Galatians 3:26-29 and 4:6-11 to determine the audience. It is also possible that Paul is using the Hellenistic teaching form known as diatribe in this section as he does in Romans 6. Diatribe uses rhetorical questions and hypothetical scenarios to engage readers. Tarazi (198ff) makes a convincing case for excluding Galatians 4:1-5 from the analysis of locating the addressees of Galatians 4:21-5:6. See Betz (204, note 25) for a list of commentators who reach different conclusions. 

45Betz, 8; see also Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (Doubleday, 1997), 472.
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their intent was to complement Paul’s seemingly law-free gospel because they believed it was insufficient for justification and salvation (Acts 15:1, 5). This seems to be the simplest explanation based on the evidence. As noted earlier, this view has traditionally been favored above other theories that attempt to explain why the agitators troubled the Galatian brethren. 

More importantly, what moved the Galatians to accept the agitators’ false gospel? Betz theorizes that the Galatians knew of their opponents’ beliefs and  could empathize with “their theological conceptions and concerns. It must have been the persuasion of the opponents’ theology which turned them away from their apostle. The opponents must have made sense in terms of the problems the Galatians had with themselves.”46  

Tarazi places the locus with Timothy’s circumcision (Acts 16:1-3). He believes that the agitators falsely accused Paul of preaching circumcision because he had circumcised Timothy.47 He suggests that Paul’s actions were wrongly perceived by his opponents as a double standard and they seized upon the moment to persuade the Galatians. Tarazi’s arguments carry weight textually and linguistically. His scenario at least explains why many of the Galatians were so easily persuaded to accept the perverted gospel as genuine (Gal. 1:6-7) and why Paul asked the enigmatic questions in Galatians 1:10ab and 5:11a. In contrast, Betz offers another theory. Appealing to the many references to “flesh” and “spirit” in the book, he postulates that the Galatians needed help dealing with personal “trespasses” due to the nature of Paul’s more spiritual gospel that reinterpreted “law” in light of justification and salvation.48 The troublemakers arrived on the scene offering a “concrete” solution. By living within the terms of Torah, the Galatians would obtain the benefits 
_____________________
46Ibid. 

47Tarazi (12-14) bases his conclusion on the parallels between Galatians 1:6-10 and 5:1-12. His analysis is also based on the assumption that the writer of Acts had access to Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Tarazi claims Acts 16:1-3 seems out of place for its context, so he concludes that Luke added it “to refute Paul’s opponents’ accusation that his stand against the necessity of circumcision for Gentiles stemmed from a desire to ‘make things easier’ for them.” 

48Betz, 8-9; see Galatians 3:3; 5:16-24; 6:8; also 1:6;2:16, 20;3:5; 4:13-14, 29; 5:4-5,13; 

6:12-13.
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of protection from evil, perfect holiness, and eternal salvation. All of these proposals postulate “hot buttons” that allowed the agitators to persuade the Galatians of the merits of their false gospel. The text indicates that freedom, sonship, inheritance, law, bondage/slavery, spirit, and flesh were all important theological concepts. Around these categories a reason for the sophistry most certainly can be developed.
Northern Galatian theorists generally presume the Galatian problem was a result of the Jerusalem decree of AD 49. Southern theory proponents, however, usually view this situation as leading to the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15.

6) False Gospel: As Paul’s rival Jewish-Christian missionaries left no record of their own, we must reconstruct the nature of their false gospel and its consequences for the Galatians and the agitators from the letter’s narrative section (Gal. 1:12-2:21), proofs section (Gal. 3:1-4:31) and exhortation section (Gal. 5:1-12):49 

a) The Sign of Circumcision: The core of the false gospel was circumcision. Paul’s references to it were unambiguous for his first-century readers. The concepts of sonship and inheritance were intricately tied to the practice of circumcision in ancient Israel (and later Judah). When God made the covenant with Abraham, He established circumcision for males as a fundamental sign of the covenant (Gen. 17:10, 14). Later it became a part of the Mosaic legal code as well (Lev. 12:3). Gentile males who wanted to become members of the nation of Israel and participate in its worship activities had to be circumcised (Ex. 12:48-49). Though the 
_________________________
49For a succinct synthesis of the theology of Galatians, see Frank J. Matera, New Testament Theology: Exploring Diversity and Unity (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), 152-167. 
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letter contains no statements of the agitators, it is clear from Paul’s arguments that they taught the Galatians that salvation was available only to those who were children of Abraham by physical lineage or adoption.50  In other words, circumcision was made the “initiatory rite by which a Gentile was adopted into the family of Abraham.”51 

b) Obligation to Law: While circumcision carried specific privileges, it also demanded specific obligations. Apparently, the agitators were guarded in their description of what circumcision required. Paul had to clarify for the Galatians what the agitators were unwilling to divulge: circumcision required obedience to the whole Mosaic legal code (Gal. 5:3). Perhaps by the figure of speech known as synecdoche, where a part stands for the whole, it stood in Pauline terminology as a sign of obedience to Mosaic Law.

Schürer explains that from a first-century Pharisaic point of view one of the obligations of proselytes was “that they should observe the whole law.”52 Later Rabbinic sources (b. Yebam. 46ab, 47ab) insist that proselytes could only be admitted to the covenant of Israel after circumcision (in the case of men), a complete self-immersion in the presence of witnesses, and a sacrifice at the temple in Jerusalem (a promise to make a sacrifice was instituted after the temple’s destruction). 

___________________
50 Burton, liv.

51 Ibid. 

52Emil Schürer, HJP, translated by Sophia Taylor and Peter Christie, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1890; repr., Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2008), 324.
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David Williams explains Paul’s use of the metaphor of a “yoke of bondage” in Galatians 5:1 and its implication for his readers:


[Paul] speaks in terms of those who were in danger of submitting (if they had not already done so) to the metaphorical “yoke” of Judaism, which saw salvation as vested in obedience to God’s law, contrary to the Christian gospel, which offers salvation by grace of God and freedom from that “other” slavery (i.e., from the necessity of obedience as the grounds of salvation, not, of course, from that necessity as our response to the gift of God). (Williams, 218)

In Galatians 5:2-5, Paul cautions the Galatians not to submit to circumcision (and Mosaic Law by extension) as a means of justification. Christ’s sacrificial death would not benefit them if they proceeded with their course of action to become proselytes. Moreover, they would become “indebted” to keep the whole Law and would fall from their present state of grace because they had exchanged their reliance on Christ for reliance on circumcision and “works of law.” The stakes for Paul and the Galatians could not be higher. 

In a digression, Paul clarifies the purpose of the Mosaic Covenant (called the Law by synecdoche) and its relationship to the Abrahamic Covenant (called the Promise by synecdoche) in order to inoculate the Galatians against the wiles of their adversaries (Gal. 3:15-25). In his defense of his gospel, he also employed an allegory of Hagar and Sarah to clarify the differences and purposes between the two covenants (Gal. 4:21-31). 

Paul’s use of the word “law” has different connotations. Near the conclusion of the epistle’s narrative section (Gal. 1:12-2:14), Paul rehearses how he challenged the apostle Peter for his hypocrisy in adhering to a halakah/custom of Pharisaic Judaism that prohibited fellowship (koinonía) and meals with Gentiles (cf. Acts 10:28; 11:1-3). 
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Instead of eating with Gentiles as equals in the Church, Peter withdrew due to the requirements of this purity law (Gal. 2:11-15). Paul clearly indicates that the issue at stake was a basic tenet of Christianity: all people are equally justified (declared righteous) through belief in Jesus Christ, not through works of any law, including circumcision or Pharisaic Halakah (Gal. 2:16-17). This conclusion is confirmed by the absence of the Greek article before the word novmoz (“law”) in the expression “works of law” throughout this section. The anathrous form indicates that Paul’s use of the word is qualitatively broad and does not refer to a specific “law.” Instead, Paul’s statements imply that the term “works of law” as used here refers to any work “done in a legalistic spirit, with the expectation of thereby meriting and securing divine approval and award … nomos in this sense had no existence as representing the basis of justification in the divine government.”53 Hence, any legal prescription, whether Jewish or Gentile in origin, could not justify a person before God. Rather it undermines Christ’s death and its atoning value (Gal. 2:21).

Literary Features of Galatians

A basic knowledge of the letter’s literary characteristics is useful in understanding its purpose as the literary style conveys the intensity of Paul’s words. Indeed, the Epistle to the Galatians may fittingly be considered one of the apostle Paul’s most contentious letters. According to Hayes, the book “was written by Paul in a state of great agitation and is the most defensive of all his writings.…it is combat material, with Paul at once both the aggressor and the defender.”54 

__________________
53Burton, 120, 219.
54Hayes, 394.
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Several of the epistle’s initial features justify Hayes’ characterization. The casual reader immediately encounters a stern, direct, and forceful style in the Exordium, a brief introduction designed to catch the reader’s attention (Gal. 1:6-10). The apostle expresses his surprise at how quickly the Galatians had deserted his message and God the Father, Who had called them in grace (Gal. 1:6).55  He then pronounces a double curse on his anonymous opponents, who had troubled the Galatians by preaching a perverted  gospel (Gal. 1:7-9). While Paul’s imperative formula ajnavqema evstw (“let him be accursed”) in Galatians 1:8, 9 could be interpreted positively or negatively, the context indicates that it refers to the person being given over to divine destruction.56 The absence in this letter of Paul’s customary thanksgiving section, which appears in nearly all recognized Pauline epistles, serves to accentuate his anger at the situation.57 Paul immediately introduces a lengthy narrative designed to defend the divine origins of his gospel and his apostolic office, which are interwoven in his mind (Gal. 1:12-2:14).  

____________________

55The present middle form of metativqhmi indicates that the Galatians’ desertion was likely a purposeful change of devotion that took place over a period of time or was in the process of happening at the time of Paul’s writing.

56John Henry Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon of New Testament (4th ed.; New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1955), 37. Thayer notes ajnavqema in the Septuagint “is generally the translation of the Heb.‎ <d\j@, a thing devoted to God without hope of being redeemed, and, if an animal, to be slain … therefore a person or thing doomed to destruction … a thing abominable and detestable, an accursed thing.” An example of its positive usage: Lev. 27:28; its negative: Josh. 6:17-18 and Deut. 7:26. The latter meaning generally appears in the New Testament (cf. Acts 23:14; Rom. 9:3; 1 Cor. 12:3; 16:22). 

57C. Hal Freeman Jr., “Galatians, Letter to the,” in Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, ed. by Chad, Brand, Charles Draper, and Archie England (Nashville, Tenn.: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003), 612. My conclusion about the thanksgiving sections of Paul’s epistles is also based on the content listings in Carson, 391-595: Rom. 1:8-15; 1 Cor. 1:4-9; 2 Cor. 1:3-11; Eph. 1:15-23; Phil. 1:3-11; Col. 1:3-13; 1 Thess. 1:4-10; 2 Thess. 1:3-12; 1 Tim. 1:12-17; 2 Tim. 1:3-7; Phlm. 4-7.
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A few additional examples should suffice in conveying the letter’s intense tone and the severity of the occasion. At the onset of the letter’s probatio (proofs section: Gal. 3:1-4:21), Paul expresses his outrage at his readers’ spiritual defection with a sober question: “O foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you…?”58 Paul’s fear over their return to spiritual bondage is captured in Galatians 4:11: “I am afraid for you, lest I have labored for you in vain.” 

Probably the most vivid expression of the apostle’s exasperation is found in Galatians 5:12 where Paul sarcastically writes, “I could wish that those who trouble you would even cut themselves off!” George argues that the reference in this passage is either to the self-mutilation of the Cybeline priests of North Galatia or to the Mosaic regulation prohibiting emasculated males from worshipping at the tabernacle or later temple (Deut. 23:1).59 In either case, the implication for the Galatians was unmistakable. If they submitted to circumcision, they would be “cut off” from Christ and the covenant community (Gal. 4:17).
​​​​____________________
58According to Thayer (94), the verb baskaivnw may literally describe “those who lead away others into error by wicked arts.” Most likely the reference in Galatians 3:1 is metaphorical and describes how the Galatians had fallen under the spell of the “sophistic strategies” of Paul’s opponents. See Betz, 131.
59 George, 372. George further speculates that some of Paul’s readers may have been “devotees to the Cybeline cult in their pre-Christian Days.”

Theological Research Report--© Carl D. Franklin--theolresearch@hotmail.com.
Volume 2  



    Issue 8
 


Page 19
June 2009

The Literary Function of Galatians

Numerous scholars have analyzed Paul’s letter to the Galatians using methodologies that attempt to discover its literary function: Betz uses the methods of rhetorical criticism (Greco-Roman rhetoric and epistolography),60 Tarazi employs source and literary criticism (and linguistic methodologies), and Martin applies rhetorical criticism (stasis and argumentative theory). Each approach provides insights the others seem to have overlooked. 

Paul uses legal discussions and polemics in his epistles that require modern readers to learn to trace the logic of the arguments he employs to correctly interpret his statements. Both Betz and Martin note that the literary structure of Paul’s letter to the Galatians helps us to understand Paul’s arguments and identify the letter’s purpose. As a result, Galatians needs to be viewed in its overall context as a literary unit with rhetorical subunits (e.g., Exordium, propositio, etc.) used by the apostle to argue against his opponents. Each element must be weighed for its rhetorical value and function within the letter. Both the epistle’s prescript (salutation) and postscript (conclusion) can be separated from the body (Gal. 1:1-5 and 6:11-18), allowing scholars to assess the letter’s function more accurately.61 

____________________
60Carson and Moo (65) believe Betz’s rhetorical approach to Galatians distorts Paul’s thought because he “interprets the letter almost entirely from the matrix of Greco-Roman ‘parallels’ of disputed relevance.” Martin’s paper “Apostasy to Paganism” is one attempt to avoid the weaknesses of previous presentations.

61 Betz, 15. 
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Based on his analysis, Betz places the Epistle to the Galatians in the category of an “apologetic letter,” more specifically a “defense speech” set in letter form:


The apologetic letter, such as Galatians, presupposes the real or fictitious situation of the court of law, with jury, accuser, and defendant. In the case of Galatians, the addressees are identical with the jury, with Paul being the defendant, and his opponents the accusers. (Betz, 24) 

Martin, building upon the work of Betz, classifies this epistle properly as a forensic letter, a category of letter suitable for a court situation. He clarifies the term as it applies to this letter: 


Although it belongs to forensic rhetoric, Galatians is a letter and not a speech designed for the courtroom. It is a pre-trial letter written to an offending party to summon that party back to the original agreement. The letter removes two legal maneuvers available to the defendants if the case should ever come to trial. The Galatians cannot shift the blame for their apostasy to a change in the original agreement since Paul verifies that the original agreement remains intact. Neither can the Galatians shift the blame for their acceptance of the circumcision gospel as the valid gospel, since Paul refutes these insincere troublemakers as perverters of the true gospel. If this case should ever come to trial, the letter of Galatians is one of the documents the plaintiff, Paul, would most certainly enter as evidence against the defendants, the Galatians. (Martin, “Apostasy,” 460)
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Martin notes that several passages evoke the scene of an eschatological divine court of judgment both for the troublemakers (Gal. 5:10) and for the Galatians (Gal. 5:21; 6:7-10).62  I would argue that Paul’s use of the words “I testify” (martuvromai) in Galatians 5:3 suits this genre.
A similar case could be made for the Gospel of John, which is rhetorically a testimony (marturiva) rather than a gospel (eujaggevlion). (See John 21:24 where the word “testimony” is used.) In striking similarity to the Galatian eschatological court imagery, John’s structure presents “literary trials at various levels.”63 Maccini explains that first-century readers would have been very familiar with the court parallels:


Various witnesses testify on Jesus’ behalf in order to persuade readers to decide in his favor, and thus to side with God, escape judgment and pass from death to life.…The overall structure presents Jesus as God’s agent sent into the world to testify to the truth (Jn 18:37); individual passages resemble trials (for example, Jn 5, 8, 9); the vocabulary abounds with juridical terms such as witness, confess, believe, accuse, judge, condemn and convict. 


          John presents a variety of witnesses: the Father, Jesus himself, Jesus’ works/signs, the Holy Spirit, the Scriptures, John the Baptist and other human witnesses. (Maccini, 35)63
____________________________

62 Martin, “Apostasy to Paganism,” 460.  

63Robert Gordon Maccini, “A Reassessment of the Woman at the Well in John 4 in Light of the Samaritan Context,” Journal of the Study of the New Testament 16 (1994), 35.
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Literary Theories Help Clarify Purpose

Rhetorical stasis theory can be used to identify more precisely Paul’s purpose in writing his letter to the Galatians. In essence, it involves analyzing the argumentation (accusations) within a document to determine and clarify the parties’ actual positions in a debate.64 Primary and secondary stasis (resting) points are developed by taking the writers accusations and joining them with anticipated responses by his or her audience. These approaches allow scholars like Martin to reconstruct the dynamics of the Galatian debate and more properly locate the primary and secondary causes for the controversy described in the document. Martin has used this information to locate Paul’s reason for writing to the Galatians. Admittedly, there remain some debatable elements to Martin’s hypothesis, specifically his change of the addressees in Galatians 4:21-5:6 (see footnote 43). There are some natural solutions to these exceptions, and in the whole his argument appears sound.

The key to understanding the purpose of Paul’s letter is recognizing the function of Galatians 4:8-11 in the rhetorical dynamics of the letter. Martin has provided a possible resolution to these passages, which have long been a subject of debate for commentators. 

At first glance, these passages appear to be unrelated to Paul’s discussion of the situation of Christians (contextually the Galatians) first as minors and then as adults (Gal. 4:1-7) and his later argument based on friendship (Gal. 4:12-20). Traditional commentators have repeatedly viewed the __________________
64Martin, “Apostasy to Paganism,” 438-440.
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contents of the list in Galatians 4:10 (“days and months and seasons and years”) as a reference to a Jewish time-keeping system (i.e., Sabbath, new moons, festivals, sabbatical years, jubilees). Martin has adequately proven that while it is possible for this list to represent either a pagan or a Hebraic temporal scheme it is “most characteristic of a pagan time-keeping system.”65 
Traditional explanations of Galatians 4:10 have missed this point because they prematurely connect the list in this passage with Judaism and with the list in Colossians 2:16, whose content and functions are clearly Jewish in nature and not parallel to the one in Galatians. In addition, a survey of Acts and the Pauline epistles also reveals that the time-keeping scheme adopted by Luke and Paul was Jewish in nature, which poses problems for the interpretation of Galatians 4:10 as a condemnation of the Jewish time-keeping system (which is actually Biblical in origin).66  

Traditional commentators have developed innovative strategies to deal with the tensions in the text created by their presuppositions and explanations. Most of these writers wrongly assume that the Galatians were contemplating or keeping Jewish festivals due to the nature of the controversy and the present tense verb in Galatians 4:10.67 George, for example, acknowledges the tension in his commentary. In order to avoid it, he postulates that the Galatians were already keeping Jewish festivals to make it easier for the agitators to impose circumcision.68 This scenario is very unlikely because circumcision was a requirement for Gentiles to participate in community functions and certain festivals (cf. Ex. 12:48-49). 

_________________
65Troy Martin. “Pagan and Judeo-Christian Time-keeping Schemes in Galatians 4.10 and Colossians  2.16,” New Testament Studies 42 (1996), 105-119.

66Ibid., 108-111. Martin rightly cautions against assuming that adoption of a scheme equals observance.

67Burton, 233-234. While George adopts Burton’s analysis, he offers an interesting caveat that the list in Galatians 4:8-10 could refer to pagan cultic observances (see George, 317, note 207). For an objective analysis of this pericope, see Tarazi, 218-219; and Roberts, From Sacral Kingship, 196-202, who suggests that Galatians might be a midrash or the heresy mentioned in the letter may have been influenced by erroneous Hellenistic worship.

68 George, 317. 
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The text indicates that the Galatians would remain shut out of the agitators’ community until they had completed the process of circumcision, a point Martin feels most commentators have not adequately addressed (Gal. 4:17).69 Paul’s letter clearly indicates that the Galatians had already accepted the agitators’ version of the gospel and rejected Paul’s (Gal. 1:6, 3:1-5; 5:7-8); however, it also clarifies that they had not yet submitted to circumcision (Gal. 5:1, 10; 6:13). Paul’s appeals would be pointless if they had already undergone the process. Martin believes it is unlikely that the males among the Galatian brethren would have submitted to circumcision due to widespread Hellenistic sensitivities (abhorrence) against circumcision and the availability of the option of becoming Jewish proselytes prior to their conversion.70 Even if a few of the Galatian (house) churches had adopted circumcision, Martin argues, it is unlikely that the whole group of these homogeneous churches would have accepted it.71  

These two mitigating factors suggest to Martin that traditional commentators need to look elsewhere to explain the rhetorical dynamics that appear in the letter: 


Accepting circumcision as essential to the genuine Christian gospel is one thing; submission to circumcision quite another. The willingness of the Galatians to submit to circumcision must not be presumed.… 


          If acceptance of the other gospel is not demonstrated by the Galatians’ submission to circumcision or by futile partial participation in fringe aspects of the circumcision gospel, only the reversion to their former pagan lifestyle can signal such acceptance. Confronted with circumcision as a requirement of the true Christian gospel, the Galatians most likely apostatize and return to their former status as Gal. 4.8-11 plainly states. 

_____________________
69 Martin. “Pagan and Judeo-Christian Time-keeping Schemes,” 113.

70Ibid., 114-115. 

71Martin, “Apostasy to Paganism,” 442. 
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Paul’s argument against circumcision in Galatians, therefore, does not arise because Christians are seriously considering circumcision. Paul argues against the circumcision gospel because its acceptance by the Galatians results in their rejection of Christianity and return to paganism since they refuse to be circumcised. Paul argues against circumcision to invalidate the circumcision gospel and thus remove the cause of the Galatians’ apostasy to paganism. (Martin, “Time-keeping Schemes,” 115-116)

While Nanos agrees with Martin’s analysis of Galatians 4:8-11 as the main stasis for the debate in Galatians, he posits another reason for the Galatians’ return to paganism: their ambiguous status in the Jewish synagogue (see theory no. 8 in the section on major historical positions).72 No matter which explanation of events is accepted, the grammar of Galatians 4:10 indicates that the Galatians were either observing, desiring/attempting to observe, or almost observing their former pagan customs.73 
Martin’s reconstruction harmonizes Galatians 4:8-11 within its immediate and broader contexts, without jeopardizing the interpretation of either Galatians 4:1-7 or 4:12-20. His explanation also preserves the essential doctrinal messages of the book (e.g., Gal. 2:16; 5:1).

____________________

72Nanos, 267-268.
73My analysis of the grammar is strengthened by the presence of the present indicative of qevlw in Galatians 4:9 and Wallace’s own analysis of two other passages in Galatians representing a conative force (an attempt or desire on the part of the subject) of the present tense: Gal. 5:4; 6:12 (see Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1996], 534-535). Tarazi (266) echoes a similar sentiment when he claims that the Greek word palivn (“again”) in Galatians 4:9 “evokes the thought that if the Galatians do make the wrong decision they will in effect be returning to their previous condition of slavery.” Tarazi follows the traditional view that this return is “endorsing the Law as obligatory for Christians.”
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Conclusion: The Purpose of Galatians

Martin’s analysis of the literary structure and nature of Paul’s arguments (accusations) in Galatians provides us with a plausible explanation for his writing the letter. The two stasis points identified by Martin are Galatians 4:8-11 (primary) and 1:6-9 (secondary). Both points are necessary for a reliable reconstruction of Paul’s arguments in the letter. It is from these two points that this pre-trial letter proceeds. For a complete overview of Martin’s arguments, see pages 440-459 of his article “Apostasy to Paganism: The Rhetorical Stasis of the Galatians Controversy.” A review of Betz’s analysis of the book’s literary composition supports Martin’s conclusions (see pages 16-23 of his commentary).

Based on these primary and secondary points (stasis), we can now identify the threefold purpose of Paul’s letter to the Galatians:


1) To exhort the Galatians to refrain from their pagan practices (whether real or contemplated) and return to God, Whom they had already deserted or were seriously contemplating deserting (Gal. 1:6a).
2) To discredit and remove the impulse (“other gospel”) that had turned them against the true gospel. In order to accomplish this purpose, Paul must expose the false gospel as corrupt and his gospel as the divinely given one to which they must return (Gal. 1:12-2:21). Paul stresses his apostleship to establish his right to represent God at the pre-trial proceedings.74 Providing proofs from the Galatians’ own experience, Scripture, and common human practice, Paul expends considerable energy demonstrating to the Galatians that they had received the Holy Spirit, righteousness, sonship, and freedom through faith, not through circumcision or the Law (Gal. 3:2-18, 26-29; 4:1-7, 20-31).

_______________________
74 Martin, “Apostasy to Paganism,” 461. 
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3) To exhort the Galatians to seize the privilege of justification (freedom) and to live a righteous life by walking in the Spirit (Gal. 5:13-26). Such a life has eternal rewards (Gal. 6:1-10). 

If we accept Martin’s hypothesis that Paul addresses the agitators in the book, then they too have been duly warned of their pending eschatological judgment for leading the Galatians astray by perverting the gospel revealed to Paul by the resurrected Christ (Gal. 1:6-9; 5:10). Their choice is to repent and forsake their circumcision gospel for the freedom of Christ (Gal. 5:1-6). Rather, I posit Galatians 4:31-5:6 is Paul’s final warning and appeal to any Galatians remotely contemplating circumcision or who might believe Paul’s gospel resembled that of his agitators. This explanation fits within Martin’s hypothesis.

Betz describes three distinct historical periods that can be reconstructed from the letter: the Galatians’ initial conversion/enthusiasm (Gal. 3:1-5; 4:13-15), the end of this period (Gal. 4:15) and the appearance of the agitators (Gal. 4:16-17; 5:7-12; 6:12-13).75 

Based on the work of Martin and Betz, I would add a fourth period: state of confusion, desertion, and premeditated return to paganism that resulted from the acceptance of the false gospel as genuine (Gal. 1:6-9; 4:9-10; 5:10).

Whether a fifth period can be added to the list is difficult to determine. We have no direct verifiable evidence that the Galatians ultimately accepted Paul’s challenge and renounced their return to paganism.76 The document was preserved to encourage us in our Christian walk (see postscript).

____________________
75Betz, 10.
76Martin, “Apostasy to Paganism,” 461, note 115. Martin suggests that 1 Corinthians 16:1, if written after Galatians, is a confirmation of the Galatian brethren’s renunciation of their apostasy and the success of Paul’s pre-trial letter. This passage confirms the Galatian churches’ involvement in the famine relief effort for Jerusalem.

Theological Research Report--© Carl D. Franklin--theolresearch@hotmail.com.
Volume 2  



    Issue 8
 


Page 28
June 2009

Postscript

Burton describes Paul’s letter to the Galatians as “a firsthand document from the heart of one of the most significant controversies in the history of religion.”77 

The dynamic battle of this controversy plays out before our very eyes through the words and arguments that Paul used to persuade his dear brethren to choose wisely. This document has enormous spiritual implications for modern Christians, a possible reason for its inclusion in the canon of the New Testament.

Many commentators have rightly named the Epistle to the Galatians the “charter of Christian liberty.”78 At stake historically was the freedom of the Galatian brethren. On one hand, these new converts could act on the false gospel they had come to believe was genuine, submitting to circumcision and being led into a new “bondage” that included keeping the entire Mosaic legal code (Gal. 5:1-3). On the other hand, they could reject this proposal and return to their former life of paganism, knowing full well that they were returning to an empty ritual (Gal. 4:8-10). Either choice came with immediate and eschatological consequences.

In his exhortation to the Galatians (Gal. 5:13-6:10), Paul presented (actually repeated) their original covenantal choice: freedom to live a life of faith in Christ Jesus. This life offered redemption from the present evil world and freedom from bondage to the flesh. Again the choice was theirs. Paul’s words speak to us today, calling us to live up to our contract with God.

___________________
77Burton, lvii. 

78Guthie, 482.
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Paul’s intent in his defense (as recorded in the Epistle to the Galatians) was to lead his readers to a logical and emotional conclusion. Circumcision or uncircumcision has no spiritual significance before God. A return to paganism would be an enslavement just as much as acceptance of circumcision and the keeping of the Mosaic Law for justification. Rather, the Galatians, like Paul, were to rejoice in Jesus’ sacrifice, which leads to spiritual birth from above and fellowship in the Israel of God (Gal. 6:14-16). 
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E-mail Requirements Policy

Please note the following guidelines for e-mail correspondence:

I will not respond to e-mails that are ad hominem, propagandistic or diatribes. 

The term ad hominem includes e-mails that appeal to prejudice and emotion rather than reason.  This approach typically attacks the character and motives of a writer rather than logically presenting a view either pro or con.  

The term “propagandistic” refers to the promotion of ideas, doctrines or practices without discussing their merits. 

The term “diatribe” refers to bitter, abusive criticisms or denunciations of a person’s or group’s position.

I will respond to e-mail requests for clarification or documentation of statements I have made.  I will also respond to e-mails that call my attention to additional reference material on a subject I have discussed, as well as requests for back issues of the Report, requests that others be placed on the mailing list, or requests to be taken off the mailing list.  
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Phone Policy

I do not have an office phone. Phone calls interrupt my research and cause loss of focus.  I spend valuable time trying to retrace my steps and pick up where I left off when I am interrupted in the middle of tracking down information. Due to differences in time zones, phone calls also may come too early in the morning, too late in the day or during a meal time. For all these reasons, I cannot accept phone calls.

If you have questions or comments, please e-mail them to me.  E-mails do not interrupt my work, meals or sleep time, and I can respond to them at a convenient time during the day. 
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Policy for Submitting Written Material

If you wish to submit material for my review, first examine the copy for content. Are your statements clearly phrased and of sound logic? Are they relevant to the subject? Is there an objective approach or simply opinions moved by emotional factors? After checking for content, please proofread the copy for spelling, capitalization and punctuation. I cannot afford to spend time reviewing material that does not meet the standards for proper use of the English language.

All written material must be submitted in Microsoft Word. Type font should be Times New Roman.  Type size should be a minimum of 14 points. Please keep bolding, italicizing, underlining, all caps and the use of exclamation points to a minimum. It is far better to make your argument with sound logic, clear writing, coherent organization, lucid expression, and the use of the right word in the right place.  Do not send any material immediately after it has been written. Let your material sit for a few days and then give it a thorough review, challenging your own logic and conclusions to the best of your ability.  If need be, have others who are competent in grammar, writing, proofreading or editing review your material. Releasing material with misspelled words shows a lack of careful thought and effort. Please also include electronic copy with all material that you send. I will review material that meets the above standards.  Allow 6-8 weeks for a response.
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Exhibit 1 
Map of Ancient Asia Minor 
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