











Introduction: The Liberty of the Children of God


The Epistle of Freedom

If the Epistle to the Hebrews gave the early Friends their theology of the inward Christ as priest and mediator, the Epistle to the Galatians gave them their theology of liberty. Galatians is Paul’s manifesto of freedom — freedom from the law, freedom from outward ceremonies, freedom from human religious authority, freedom to walk in the Spirit rather than in the flesh. For a movement that rejected ordained clergy, refused to observe holy days, abandoned the outward sacraments, insisted on direct access to God without human intermediaries, and endured savage persecution for these convictions, Galatians was not merely one epistle among many. It was the apostolic vindication of everything they believed and everything they suffered for believing.

The letter is short — only six chapters — but its theological density is extraordinary. Within these few pages Paul sets forth the nature of apostolic authority and how the true gospel is received; the meaning of justification by faith; the relationship between the law of Moses and the promise to Abraham; the identity of the “Seed” in whom all promises find their fulfilment; the inward formation of Christ in the believer; the allegory of bondage and freedom; the warfare between flesh and Spirit; the fruit by which the Spirit’s presence is known; and the new creation that makes all outward distinctions irrelevant. Every one of these themes became a load-bearing pillar of Quaker theology.

George Fox returned to this epistle with the frequency of a man who found in it both his authorization and his battle cry. When he declared that ministers must be called by God and not by human ordination, he stood on Galatians 1:1 — Paul was “an apostle, not of men, neither by man, but by Jesus Christ.” When he proclaimed that the living Christ dwells within, he stood on Galatians 2:20 — “I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me.” When he preached “the Seed” — his characteristic name for the divine life planted in every soul — he stood on Galatians 3:16. When he defended the equality of women in ministry, he stood on Galatians 3:28. And when he challenged the observance of sabbaths and holy days, he stood on Galatians 4:9–10. James Nayler, Robert Barclay, Isaac Penington, Margaret Fell, William Penn, Job Scott, and John Woolman all engaged the letter with equal intensity, each drawing from its wells according to their gifts: Nayler wielded its polemical edge, Barclay built his systematic theology of grace upon it, Penington explored its mystical depths, Fell found in it the charter of women’s ministry, Penn drew from it his theology of the daily cross, and Woolman heard in its call to bear one another’s burdens the ground of his witness against slavery.



The Historical Setting

Paul wrote to the churches of Galatia in a moment of crisis. False teachers — those who “trouble you, and would pervert the gospel of Christ” (1:7) — had arrived after his departure, telling the Gentile converts that faith in Christ was not enough. They must also be circumcised and keep the law of Moses; they must submit to the outward ceremonies and calendrical observances of Judaism. In short, they must add something to the gospel of grace — some outward work, some visible mark, some human tradition — before they could be truly saved.

Paul’s response is volcanic. He does not reason calmly or entertain the opposing position as worthy of respect. He pronounces a curse — anathema — on anyone who preaches another gospel, even an angel from heaven (1:8). He declares that if righteousness comes by the law, then Christ died in vain (2:21). He calls the Galatians “foolish” for being bewitched away from the truth (3:1). He wishes that those troubling them would go all the way and cut themselves off (5:12). This is not academic theology. This is a man fighting for the soul of the church.

The early Friends understood that urgency from the inside, because they believed the same battle was being fought in their own day. The outward church — with its ordained clergy, its liturgical calendar, its sacraments, its tithes, its academic requirements for ministry — was doing to Christianity exactly what the Judaizers had done in Galatia. It was adding outward requirements to an inward reality, substituting the shadow for the substance, building bondage where Christ had proclaimed liberty. And they could read, in Paul’s warning against returning to the “yoke of bondage,” the very voice they had heard summoning them out of imposed religion. No one expounded that summons more searchingly than Fox:


“The apostle exhorts them to ‘stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ had made them free’… But O! how are people, called Christians, since the apostles’ days, gone again under this yoke of bondage, and these beggarly elements, in observing days, months, times, and years… It was and is Christ, that hath made and doth make his people free from these beggarly elements; therefore, they that are redeemed, are to ‘stand fast in that liberty wherewith Christ hath made them free.’ This liberty all true Christians are to stand fast in; they are made free by Christ and not by man.” (Fox, Journal Vol. 2, chunk 293)



Made free by Christ and not by man — there, in a phrase, is the whole Quaker argument with the religion of their age.



The Great Themes of Galatians in Quaker Thought

Gospel received by revelation, not from men. Paul insists in the opening chapter that his gospel came “not from man, neither was I taught it, but by the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:12). For the early Friends this was autobiography. Fox had gone from minister to minister seeking help and found none who could speak to his condition; then the Lord himself opened the truth to him, directly, without human mediation. The Friends grounded their whole understanding of ministry here: true gospel ministry arises from a direct divine calling, not from human education or ecclesiastical ordination. What Paul received by revelation, every true minister must likewise receive.

Christ living within. “I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me” (2:20). This verse holds the essence of Quaker spirituality in a single sentence. The Christian life is not the imitation of an absent Christ but the manifestation of a present Christ who lives, moves, and has his being within the believer. Barclay’s Apology builds its doctrine of justification upon this inward Christ: Christ is not merely credited to the believer’s account but formed within the believer’s soul, transforming from within. The KJV’s “the faith of the Son of God” — not “faith in the Son of God” — let the Friends read faith itself as Christ’s gift operating in the soul, not the believer’s own achievement.

The Seed which is Christ. Fox’s characteristic theological term was “the Seed” — the divine life, which is Christ, planted in every human soul — and Galatians 3:16 gave the word its scriptural anchor: “He saith not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ.” The Seed is the Light within, the measure of grace given to every person, “that of God in everyone.” Penington unfolded what lies hidden in it:


“What is hid or wrapped up in this precious, heavenly Seed? Indeed there is so much wrapped up in it, as the heart of man cannot conceive, much less the tongue utter… First, the glory of the kingdom of heaven, the glory of the everlasting kingdom, is hid and wrapped up in it as in a seed. Whatever Christ appears, reigns, and shines in, is there as in a seed. Oh, the shootings forth, and spreadings abroad of it, are indeed glorious and excellent!” (Penington, Works Vol. 4, chunk 268)



The new birth, for Penington, is simply the growth of this one Seed until it fills the heart with the very life and nature of Christ.

Spiritual baptism, not water. “For as many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (3:27). The Friends argued with great force that the baptism Paul describes is not water baptism but the inward work of the Spirit that unites the soul to Christ and clothes it in his nature. Water can wash the body; it cannot bury the old man and raise the new. Those who have received the one baptism of the Spirit need no other, for it does what water never could.

Neither male nor female. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” (3:28). This verse was, quite literally, the theological foundation for one of the movement’s most revolutionary practices: the full participation of women in public ministry. Margaret Fell’s Women’s Speaking Justified (1666) builds its case squarely upon it. If in Christ there is neither male nor female, then no human rule may silence the Spirit when it speaks through a woman. The Friends refused to let this equality remain a doctrine confined to the meeting-house: from it flowed their testimonies against social rank, their early unease with slavery, and their insistence on the spiritual equality of every soul.

Freedom from outward observances. Paul’s rebuke in Galatians 4:9–10 — “How turn ye again to the weak and beggarly elements?… Ye observe days, and months, and times, and years” — the Friends wielded relentlessly against the liturgical calendar of the established church. They cited it to reject the observance of Christmas, Easter, and all so-called holy days, and to reject the keeping of one day above another as the Sabbath. Their refusal to name the days of the week by their heathen names, preferring First Day, Second Day, and so on, rested on the conviction that all days are alike in Christ, and that the “observing of days” is a return to bondage.

The allegory of Hagar and Sarah. Paul’s allegory in 4:22–31 — Hagar the old covenant of bondage, Sarah the new covenant of freedom — resonated deeply with the Friends’ self-understanding. They saw themselves as children of the free woman, born of the Spirit, persecuted by those born after the flesh. Galatians 4:29 — “he that was born after the flesh persecuted him that was born after the Spirit” — they applied directly to the persecution they endured at the hands of the outward church. The pattern was apostolic, and to them it confirmed rather than discredited their cause.

The fruit of the Spirit. Galatians 5:22–23 — “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance” — gave the Friends their test of authentic Christianity. You shall know them by their fruits. A profession that yields the works of the flesh is vain, whatever its name; a life that yields the fruit of the Spirit is true, whatever name it lacks. Note that Paul writes “the fruit” — singular: the Spirit produces one fruit with many expressions, love and all its flowering, not separate trophies but the manifold life of a single root.

The cross of Christ. “God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world” (6:14). William Penn titled his most famous work No Cross, No Crown, and its argument is drawn directly from this Galatian theology of the cross. The cross is not merely an event on Calvary; it is a present, inward reality by which the believer dies to the world and the world dies to the believer. John Woolman understood that same cross as the power that freed him from all complicity with the world’s injustice, the injustice of slavery included.

The new creation. “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision, but a new creature” (6:15). This is Paul’s final verdict: what matters is not any outward mark — not circumcision, not baptism, not ordination, not church membership — but the new creation. The early Friends were people of the new creation, their whole experiment an attempt to live in the power of the resurrection, in the reality that all things have been made new by Christ.
*   *   *
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