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The Notion of Freedom in Galatians 4:21-31: A Dialogue with Chinese Churches 

 

Menghun Goh 

 

The moment we choose to love we begin to move against domination, against 

oppression. The moment we choose to love we begin to move towards freedom, 

to act in ways that liberate ourselves and others. That action is the testimony of 

love as the practice of freedom. – bell hooks1  

 

I. Introduction: Contextual Problems 

  

What is the notion of “freedom” when Paul writes in Galatians 5:1, “For freedom (τῇ 

ἐλευθερίᾳ) Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of 

slavery” (NRSV)? This question is important to many Chinese churches because too often we 

Chinese Christians feel that our understanding of the Christian Bible has to be in tune with the 

Western traditional theology in order for our Christian faith-belief to be orthodox. Even in our 

theological education, most of our biblical studies textbooks are Chinese translations of Western 

textbooks. Consequently, Chinese Christianity is molded in the image of Western Christianity. 

Now if believers of Christ are called to freedom (ἐπ’ ἐλευθερίᾳ), as Galatians 5:13 puts it, then 

what does “freedom” mean when we Chinese Christians feel that we have to follow the Western 

traditional theology in our interpretation of the Bible? In the context of Paul’s letter to the 

churches of Galatians, what does “freedom” mean when the Galatian believers feel that they 

need to or have to follow the Jewish law observances in their faith of Christ? 

 

Today, it is still not uncommon to hear Chinese say that “when a Chinese becomes a 

Christian, we have one less Chinese.” Implied in this saying is that, for many Chinese, the term 

“Christian” is not only a religious identification, it is also a cultural and ethnic marker. For 

example, on the issue of Chinese ancestor veneration, a Chinese Christian is often viewed as 

abandoning her/his Chinese heritage when the church treats the ritual as an idol worship. The 

situation becomes worse when the Chinese Bible renders the word ὁ δράκων in the Book of 

Revelation as “the dragon” (e.g., 12:3, 4, 7, 9, 13, 16, 17; 13:2, 4, 11; 16:3; and 20:2), even 

though ὁ δράκων can mean “the serpent.” Such a translation is extremely problematic as Chinese 

see themselves as the “descendants of dragon.” While Chinese churches will not say that Chinese 

are the “descendants of Satan,” it is not uncommon to see churches, especially in the past, 

smashing anything (such as plates, bowls, glasses, furniture, sculpture, painting, etc.) that has the 

dragon imagery. In such a situation, a Chinese Christian is neither a Christian nor a Chinese. The 

general impression is that for a Chinese to become a Christian, s/he needs to relinquish, if not 

criticize, her/his culture. There is a lack of appreciation of the Chinese culture in our 

interpretation of the Bible. The Bible, as such, is always a Western product and production. Such 

a criticism suggests that the (Western) Christian culture is the embodiment of “freedom,” 

whereas the Chinese culture is the placeholder of “bondage” from which the Chinese need to be 

set free. “Freedom,” as such, is not only a code word for progress and (Western) civilization, it is 

also a contested site of violence against the Chinese culture. 

                                                      
1 bell hooks, Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations. New York: Routledge, 1994. 
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In light of this contextual problem that confronts our Chinese Christian understanding of 

our calling to “freedom,” I find that Paul too, in facing multiple convictional systems in the 

churches of Galatia, as Daniel Patte highlights,2 encounters a similar problem to that of ours that 

pushes him to foreground “freedom” as vital to one’s faith-relationship with God and others. In 

many ways, we see Paul getting stuck in between the so-called Jerusalem Christian leaders and 

the Galatian believers. He may have received recognition from the Jerusalem leaders, but such a 

recognition is not really acknowledged by believers in the churches of Galatia. In highlighting 

the importance of freedom in one’s Christian identity (since Paul asserts that believers are called 

to freedom), Paul seems to try to conscientize the Galatian believers to the contradiction in their 

own convictional systems so that they may not objectify and absolutize their system of 

conviction. Once we find that our convictional system is not absolute, we may be more ready to 

listen and learn from others.  

 

While such an emphasis on freedom may be able to clear up space for dialogues among 

various systems of conviction, we need to be vigilant not to turn “freedom” into a utilitarian 

notion, which then betrays the meaning of “freedom.” A good example is 3:28 in which Paul 

writes, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 

and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (NRSV). At a first glance, Paul seems to be 

leveling the playing field. Yet, if there is “no longer Jew or Greek…,” is it not erasing 

differences for the sake of leveling the playing field? In fact, some may even say that in the end 

there is actually no leveling because everyone becomes one in Christ Jesus, who happens to be 

Jewish man! As such, 3:28 is not really liberating. It simply reduces differences for sake of unity 

in Christ Jesus. It important to note that one’s freedom may not be another person’s freedom. 

Hence, for “freedom” to be “freedom,” not only is freedom free in relation other relations, it is 

also free in relation to itself. 

 

It is in light of this radical (that is, fundamental) notion of freedom that I find Patte’s 

analysis of the “conversion” in Galatians can foreground a sense of “fusion of horizons” in terms 

of common ground in differences. The fusion, of course, is not a neat process. It is rather a messy 

hybridity. It is always a fusion in process in differences. Therefore, when Paul says that “there is 

no longer Jew or Greek…,” I do not read it as Paul saying that there is no longer Jew nor Greek. 

Rather, Paul is challenging the identification markers of Jew and Greek, bringing to the fore the 

relations that make a Jew a Jew, a Greek a Greek. It is the relation that matters to Paul. As such, 

the saying that “everyone becomes one in Christ Jesus” does not mean that Christ Jesus is the 

site that neutralizes differences. Rather, “in Christ Jesus” means that through Christ Jesus, more 

specifically through the life and faith of Christ Jesus (3:26-29) that we see the relations that 

define and construct our social identity markers. That is to say, it is through Christ Jesus that we 

see that a Jew is not a Jew by her/himself; a Jew is only a Jew in relation to others. As such, one 

                                                      
2 Patte writes, “First, there is the system of convictions of the other apostles, which is characterized by the Gospel 

with the law for the Jews and by the recognition that the Gentiles may follow a Gospel without the Law. Paul 

considers this just as valid. By contrast, he has a highlight negative view of the system of convictions of the 

‘circumcision party’ that we call the Judaizers, which is also characterized by a Gospel with the Law, but with the 

view that the Gentiles should themselves follow the Law (be circumcised). It is this latter system of convictions that 

the heretic Galatians have adopted or are tempted to adopt. We find allusions to two other systems of convictions: 

the one that Paul had before his conversion (i.e., the Pharisaic system of convictions) and the one that the Galatians 

had before their conversion (a Hellenistic system of convictions).” See Daniel Patte, Paul’s Faith and the Power of 

the Gospel: A Structural Introduction to the Pauline Letters (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 47. 
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cannot speak of the Jew alone. The moment we speak of the Jew, we also need to speak of the 

Greek. Such a perspective allows us to imagine creatively many other ways of speaking of the 

Jews and the Greeks. 

 

 

II. Focus of Analysis 

 

In his structural semiotic analysis of Galatians, Patte in clarifying “conviction” as a self-

evident truth that cannot be demonstrated – viz., conviction is fundamentally different from the 

notion of idea that is an articulation of conviction – helpfully demonstrates how in Galatians the 

“conversion” from one convictional system to another elucidates Paul’s notion of “freedom,” 

since what is implied in conversion is a state of change from a certain “bondage” to “freedom.” 

For me, this illustration of conversion can help Chinese Christians negotiate the dynamics of 

various convictional systems in our faith-relationship with God and others (in particular the 

Western traditional theology). 

 

We highlight this state of change from bondage to freedom, as implied in conversion, 

because the way that Patte presents “conversion” resembles the notion of “correlation” in 

Chinese cultures. What is characteristic of a correlative thinking is a dynamic yin-yang relation 

that associates and dys-associate everything and everyone together, where the features of yin 

(meaning, “under the shadow,” which then points to moisture, softness, femininity, indirectness, 

negativity, etc.) and yang (meaning, “under the sun,” which then points to dryness, hardness, 

masculinity, directness, positivity, etc.) are not fixed and fixable but are always discursive and 

contextual in relation to one another. I use the qualifier “dys” instead of “dis” to underscore a 

sense of disassociation that is nonetheless a kind of association, albeit a kind of association that 

gives us a dysphoric (or bad) feeling and impression. Returning to Patte’s analysis, we see five 

conversions. I will speak of the first four conversions since they are in a “homologated” relation 

that foregrounds a sense of conversion from “bondage” to “freedom.” In light of these four 

conversions, I will then address the fifth conversion which, according to Paul, shows how the 

Galatian believers move from “freedom” in Christ back into their initial “bondage” in idolatry. 

For me, this elucidation of “conversion” helps us see more clearly how Paul’s allegory in 4:21-

31 embodies a radical freedom that cannot be objectified but must always be open toward the 

future, which Paul calls it the promise of the spirit, which interestingly is also the defining 

characteristic of the Gospel. 

 

First, in the “conversion of Paul,” we see a change from the Pharisaic system of 

conviction to that of the Gospel. Second, in the “conversion of Peter and other Jews,” there is a 

change of conviction from “Judaism to Gospel with the Law.” Third, in the “conversion of 

Galatians,” we see a change of conviction “from a Hellenistic religion to Gospel without the 

Law.” Fourth, in the conversion of “hoped-for conversion of Galatians,” we see a change “from 

‘another gospel’ to Gospel (without the Law).”3 In these changes of conviction, the “from” series 

– that is, (1) “Pharisaism,” (2) “Judaism,” (3) “Hellenistic religion,” and (4) “another gospel” – 

represents a state of condition from which Paul thinks that one should be set free; whereas the 

“to” series – that is, (1) “Gospel,” (2) “Gospel with the Law,” (3) “Gospel without the Law,” and 

                                                      
3 Ibid., 48 (see table 1). 
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(4) “Gospel (without the Law)” – represents a state of condition to which Paul thinks that one 

should set free. This juxtaposition of the “from” series that point to a state of bondage, we can 

call it a “homologation.” In this homologated relation, “Pharisaism,” “Judaism,” “Hellenistic 

religion,” and “another gospel” shares and manifests a common characteristic, that is, in bondage. 

Likewise, we can call the juxtaposition of the “to” series that point to a state of freedom a 

“homologation.” It is important to note that just as the correlative thinking in Chinese culture is 

fluid, dynamic, and discursive (that is, relational and contextual), the homologated relation that 

Patte foregrounds in Galatians is also rather dynamic. That is to say, Patte argues that for Paul, 

the Gospel of Christ (1:7) can be expressed in terms of the Gospel with the Law (for Peter and 

other Jews), the Gospel without the Law (for the Galatians), and the Gospel (without the Law) 

(for the Galatians who attempt or have adopted the Gospel with the Law) without none of these 

expressions of the Gospel contradicting each other. In terms of our Chinese Christian context, 

can such a dynamic relation help us affirm and develop our biblical interpretation? 

 

Many Chinese Christians may feel uneasy that the Gospel of Christ can be expressed in 

terms of the Gospel with the Law, since for them the Gospel should, of course, be the Gospel 

without the Law. Yet, we need to notice how Paul represents the result of his Jerusalem visit in 

which he, in response to a revelation, presents to the Jerusalem apostles the gospel that he 

preaches among the Gentiles (2:2). It is crucial to note that Paul acknowledges the legitimacy of 

both “the Gospel of uncircumcision” and “(the Gospel) of circumcision” (2:7). The legitimacy of 

these two expressions of Gospel is further highlighted in 5:6 and 6:15. In 5:6, Paul writes, “For 

in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything (τι ἰσχύει); the only 

thing that counts is faith working through love (ἀλλὰ πίστις δι’ ἀγάπης ἐνεργουμένη)” (NRSV). If 

the Gospel should only be expressed in terms of the Gospel without the Law, Paul would not 

include uncircumcision in 5:6 and says that uncircumcision (also) counts for nothing. For Paul, 

circumcision and uncircumcision are not important in themselves but should embody a kind of 

faith that works through love; a kind of love that “love your neighbor as yourself,” which then 

fulfills the entire law (ὁ πᾶς νόμος) in a single commandment (ἐν ἑνὶ λόγῳ) (5:14). Indeed, for 

Paul, what matters the most is not circumcision or uncircumcision; what counts is a new creation 

(6:15). It is a creation that is born out of faith through love; a kind of faith that is like that of 

Abraham, as Paul in 3:7 tells us that those who are born of faith (οἱ ἐκ πίστεως) are the children 

of Abraham. So just as Abraham was blessed because of his faith, those who are born of such a 

faith (οἱ ἐκ πίστεως) will also be blessed together with Abraham (σὺν τῷ πιστῷ Ἀβραάμ) (3:9). 

 

Such a dynamic and participatory feature of faith is noted in 3:8 when Paul speaks of the 

Gospel in terms of a promise when he writes that the Scripture (ἡ γραφή), in fore-seeing that the 

Gentiles are justified out of faith (ἐκ πίστεως), proclaims in advance (προευηγγελίσατ) to 

Abraham that the Gentiles will be blessed in him. This description of the Gospel as a promise is 

significant. It shows that the Gospel is not a fixed nor a fixable form or expression. This dynamic, 

discursive, and open-ended characteristic of promise is highlighted in 3:14 when Paul says that 

the blessing of Abraham for Gentiles is born in Christ Jesus (γένηται ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ) so that 

we may receive the promise of the Spirit through faith (τὴν ἐπαγγελίαν τοῦ πνεύματος λάβωμεν 

διὰ τῆς πίστεως). For Paul, Gentiles need to be born in Christ Jesus to receive the blessing of 

Abraham because Christ Jesus is the (representative) seed of Abraham who lives the kind of faith 

that Abraham lives. As such, when Gentiles are born in Christ Jesus, they are also born in 

Abraham, which means that they too will receive the kind of blessing that comes from living the 
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kind of faith that Abraham lives. Paul expresses this understanding in 3:29 when he writes that if 

believers are (born) of Christ, then they are the seed of Abraham (τοῦ Ἀβραὰμ σπέρμα ἐστέ), 

according to the promise. Notice the plural pronoun and the verb “to be” in 3:29 and the singular 

noun of “seed.” This neuter singular noun is used as a collective noun. Hence, even though Paul 

in 3:16 emphasizes that the promises were given to Abraham’s seed, and not to seeds, we can say 

that in light of the homologated relation between Abraham and Christ Jesus in terms of the kind 

of faith that they live, those who live such a life of faith is also the seed of Abraham, just as 

Christ is the seed of Abraham. 

 

However, such a dynamic faith that is hospitable to the promise of the Spirit (which 

characterizes the Gospel) is missing in the kind of Gospel that the Galatian believers, according 

to Paul, were misled to follow. We have already noted that for Paul the Gospel of circumcision 

and the Gospel of uncircumcision are both an expression of the Gospel. Yet, with regard to the 

kind of Gospel that demands the observation of the law, Paul calls such a Gospel a non-Gospel 

that distorts the Gospel of Christ (1:7). It is a non-Gospel because unlike what happens in the 

other four conversions that bring people out of bondage into freedom, this non-Gospel brings 

people out of freedom into bondage. In what sense is this non-Gospel a bondage will be my main 

inquiry in analyzing Paul’s allegory in 4:21-31. 

 

III. Allegory Is Not a One-to-One Correspondence 

 

In my reading of Galatians, I find it significant that Paul uses the term ἀλληγορούμενα 

(allegory) (4:24) to illustrate his notions of bondage and freedom. In his analysis of Paul’s usage 

of allegory, Daniel Boyarin (in light of his reading of Philo of Alexandria) strongly argues for a 

binary and dualistic notion of allegory that seems to posit a Western metaphysical worldview.4 

He writes: 

 

[T]he attractions of allegory as a mode of reading derive not from a need to apply 

ancient texts which are problematic but rather from a profound yearning for 

univocity, a univocity which is only guaranteed by the positing of a spiritual 

meaning for language prior to its expression in embodied speech. In this sense, 

allegorical interpretation is only a species of general European phallogocentric 

notions of meaning, including even Saussure’s dualism of the signifier and the 

signified; any notion of interpretation which depends on a prior and privileged 

pairing of signifiers and signifieds is allegorical.5 

 

                                                      
4 Boyarin writes, “The congruence of Paul and Philo suggests a common background to their thought in the thought-

world of the eclectic middle-platonism of Greek-speaking Judaism in the first century. Their allegorical reading 

practice and that of their intellectual descendants is founded on a binary opposition in which the meaning as a 

disembodied substance exists prior to its incarnation in language – that is, in a dualistic system in which spirit 

precedes and is primary over body.” See Daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley 

and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press, 1994), 14. 
5 Ibid., 16. While Saussure’s distinction between the signified and the signifier may be dualistic, it is important to 

note that the relation between them is rather random and arbitrary. As such, the relation between the signified and 

the signifier can become fluid as well. 
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As Boyarin posits that an “allegorical interpretation is only a species of general European 

phallogocentric notions of meaning” and that “any notion of interpretation which depends on a 

prior and privileged pairing of signifiers and signifieds is allegorical,” we see that for him an 

allegorical interpretation is not only founded upon a one-to-one correspondence, it is also based 

upon a metaphysical framework that privileges the signified over the signifier. Such a critical 

comment may be accurate if we assume Paul’s worldview to be ontologically oriented. However, 

Boyarin does not provide a substantial basis for such an assumption. Coming from an honor-and-

shame culture, which is not ontologically but thymically oriented, I find such a Western 

metaphysical assumption problematic. What I mean by a thymic culture is a bodily-felt-oriented 

worldview,6 in which everything and everyone is felt to be linked together in one way or another. 

Such a thymic worldview is simply felt, not proven as what we have in the metaphysical 

framework, to “be” good and hence desirable. I put the predicate “be” in quotation marks 

because in such a thymic worldview, the predicate is simply felt, not proven, to be in existence. 

Without such an emphasis on the presence of the “predicate,” the “profound yearning for 

univocity” becomes a nonsense. There is no need for univocity. An allegorical interpretation, as 

such does not seek a one-to-one correspondence interpretation. 

 

By contrast, I find Martinus C. de Boer’s notion of allegory as “a form of typology” close 

to my reading of 4:21-31. 

 

Because Paul’s interpretation of the Genesis narrative [in Galatians 4:21-31] is 

not concerned with abstract virtues of timeless qualities but with historical events 

(in both the past and in the contemporary situation), it is often regarded as 

actually a form of typology, whereby figures, events, or institutions (e.g., the 

tabernacle) found in the OT are regarded as “types” foreshadowing or 

corresponding to later historical figures, events, or institutions, i.e., as relating to 

Christ and the church. Typological interpretation thus has a historical dimension 

that allegorical interpretation supposedly lacks. Paul’s interpretation of Genesis 

16-21 has elements that are reminiscent of the typological method since he 

appears to read the characters and evens in the narrative as symbols of realities 

and developments in his own time and situation, thus as “types.” Such typological 

interpretation can, however, probably also be regarded as an acceptable variant of 

allegorical interpretation, especially when applied in a sustained way to a longer 

narrative rather than to isolated figures or events…7 

 

For de Boer, Paul’s allegory in 4:24 is “a form of typology” because it is “not concerned with 

abstract virtues of timeless qualities but with historical events.” For me, this distinction is crucial 

because it foregrounds the discursive and contextual feature embedded in typology. Such a 

contextuality is important to prevent our allegorical interpretation from becoming universally 

valid in all situations. In some way, such a precaution can also prevent a phallogocentric 

                                                      
6 For technical details, see Timothy B. Cargal, “The Generative Trajectory in Certain Non-Western Cultures,” in 

Daniel Patte, The Religious Dimensions of Biblical Texts: Greimas’s Structural Semiotics and Biblical Exegesis 

(Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1990), 265-75. 
7 Martinus C. de Boer, Galatians: A Commentary. The New Testament Library (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2011), 296. 
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yearning for univocity because when we speak of historical events, we have to spell out the 

concrete context of the text as well as that of the interpreter. While de Boer helpfully introduces 

allegory as “a form of typology,” he does not elaborate further what he means by “typology.” We 

will briefly address this issue before we analyze 4:21-31. 

 

 When it comes to the notion of “typology,” the work of Leonhard Goppelt marks a 

turning point in biblical studies.8 While Goppelt treats the typology as a linear prefiguration and 

fulfillment, which I find highly problematic since it can lead to supersessionism, I agree with 

Richard Davidson that the way that Goppelt uses the word typos is ambiguous.9 As a mold that 

produces the impress, typos is itself already the product of such an impress. As such, typology is 

not simply a linear prefiguration and fulfillment since the typos and anti-typos cannot be clearly 

distinguished from one another.10 In pointing out that “Paul’s approach to biblical narrative was 

guided by the same hermeneutical assumptions that governed Qumran pesharim,” 11  Steven 

DiMattei further argues that typology displays the character of “contemporizing eschatological 

interpretation of prophetic texts” for the community.12 The biblical texts were not only “written 

for our sake” but also “ultimately about ‘us.’”13 

 

Seen from this hermeneutic framework, “Israel’s historical past is to be interpreted in 

light of the contemporary circumstances … with the added belief that the community is currently 

living in the end times.”14 Both the texts and the interpreters engage each other dynamically and 

contextually.15 While the “[p]ast and present, the text and its re-presentation (not to mention its 

interpretation) seem to coalesce into a single narrative fabric,”16 it is critical to note that this 

“single narrative fabric” does not mean that the Scripture is closed. DiMattei stresses that the 

                                                      
8  See Richard M. Davidson, Typology in Scripture: A Study of Hermeneutical ΤΥΠΟΣ Structures. Andrews 

University Seminary Doctoral Dissertation Series 2 (Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 1981), 1-14. 

For an overview of the literature on typology, see pages 15-114. 
9 Davidson writes, “Goppelt [in] TDNT 8:246, appears to imply this when he gives as one of the “basic senses” the 

meaning “form-giving form.” This would seem to indicate that what does the forming is at the same time a product 

of forming. But Goppelt fails to make this possible dual signification clear when he categorizes what for him 

constitute the three classifications of meaning (p. 247): (1) “‘what is stamped,’ ‘mark;’ (2) “‘mould,’ ‘hollow form’ 

which leaves an impress;” and (3) “stamp or impress seen in and for itself as a form.” The duality of Vorbild and 

Nachbild may be implied in the second category, in that the hollow form is itself a Nachbild which serves as a 

Vorbild, but Goppelt does not make this explicit.” See Richard M. Davidson, Typology in Scripture, 129 n. 4. 
10 Davidson writes, “The listing in the lexicon of Henry G. Liddell and Robert Scott seems to imply a further 

ambivalence in the word τύπος. The meaning ‘hollow mold’ or ‘matrix’ is categorized under the main heading, ‘the 

effect of a blow or of pressure.’ The matrix which ‘leaves its impress’ is itself already formed by the effect of an 

impress. The Vorbild is also a Nachbild. It appears that sometimes both of these aspects are simultaneously in view.” 

Ibid., 129. 
11 See Steven DiMattei, “Biblical Narratives,” in As It is WAs It is Written: Studying Paul’s Use of Scripture. Edited 

by Stanley E. Porter and Christopher D. Stanley. Symposium Series 50 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 

2008), 77. 
12 Idem. 
13 Ibid., 87. 
14 Ibid., 78. 
15 “In other words, the text bears witness to what is currently happening in Paul’s historical present. Thus for Paul, 

the appropriate and perhaps the only context within which to read and understand the prophetic text is the 

contemporized eschatological context. It is in this sense that the question of context remains pertinent to 

understanding Paul’s approach to biblical narrative.” Ibid., 79. 
16 Ibid., 82. 
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“ongoing narrative” that contemporizes the Scripture does not “negate the existence of the 

biblical context, Israel’s historical past.”17  Rather, we need to examine the theme that “the 

biblical context” seeks to express. The same figure may be used, but it does not mean that the 

theme is the same. In fact, even if the same theme is found in both the narratives in the Hebrew 

Bible and the New Testament, it does not mean that the conceptualization of the theme is the 

same. In the words of Richard Hays, “Typology is before all else a trope, an act of imaginative 

correlation. If one pole of the typological correlation annihilates the other, the metaphorical 

tension disappears, and the trope collapses.”18  

 

This “metaphorical tension” of “imaginative correlation” between the two poles is 

extremely crucial to maintain; otherwise a typology can become a one-on-one correspondence. 

The result of such a reduction not only destroys the discursive function of the “figure,”19 it also 

leads to a supersessionist hermeneutic.20 As such, Hays stresses that a typology is “a framework 

of literary-historical sensibility that creates the hermeneutical conditions necessary for the 

metaphorical linkage of scriptural text and contemporary situation.”21 Hays, however, does not 

say whether the “contemporary situation” is limited to the Pauline eschatological community. By 

contrast, for Patte, if the “metaphorical linkage” (of a scriptural text and contemporary situation) 

is metaphorical in nature, then the linkage cannot be foreclosed to any space and time. A 

typological relation, as such, is always partial and always revealing, challenging one to 

continually look for similar patterns (or manifestations of a similar theme) in different people, 

cultures, religions, etc.22 

 

This dynamic and discursive notion of typology is also found in Paul’s usage of allegory 

when he speaks of bondage and freedom in Galatians 4:21-31. It is important to note with Patte 

                                                      
17 Ibid., 86. 
18 See Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

1989), 100. 
19 Ibid., 101. 
20 Ibid., 97-99. While Hays repeatedly stresses that the Israelite story alluded by Paul [in 1 Cor. 10:1-11] should 

must not be understood as being superseded by the events in Pauline communities, it is not clear how is it not a 

supersession when  he says that the former is fulfilled or understood in light of the latter. For example, Hays writes, 

“Moses and the Law of Sinai are assigned a temporary supporting role, not the lead, in the drama of God’s 

redemptive purpose. Thus, the Torah is neither superseded nor nullified but transformed into a witness of the 

gospel.” Ibid., 157. Another example: “The text was written by some human author long ago, written to and for an 

ancient community of people in Israel, but original writer and readers have become types whose meaning emerges 

with full clarity only in the church – that is, only in the empirical eschatological community that Paul is engaged in 

building.” Ibid., 167. Another example: “All that God has ever done in the past converges toward the eschatological 

community, and all past words of Scripture find their sense rooted in the present graced time. Consequently, Paul 

can read Moses’ turning to behold the glory of the Lord in Exodus 34 as a parable figuring the experience of the 

church; the hidden eschatological meaning of the text is disclosed in the eschatological community, for whom the 

veil is taken away.” Ibid., 170. Many more examples in the work of Hays can be cited, but our question is: is it not a 

form of supersessionism to argue that the meaning of the Hebrew Scripture “emerges with full clarity only in the 

church”? On the other hand, it is no less problematic to say that Pauline eschatological community discloses the 

meaning of the typos in the Hebrew Scripture. For example, Hays writes, “The casual imperfect tense of his 

description (ēte) [in 1 Cor. 10:1-2] indicates that Paul thinks of the Corinthian Christians as Gentiles no longer; they 

have been incorporated into Israel.” Ibid., 96. In such an incorporation, differences are thus erased, where both the 

Jews and the Gentiles lose their otherness. 
21 Ibid., 161. 
22 See Daniel Patte, Paul’s Faith and the Power of the Gospel, 134-39, 320-23. 
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that Paul in 5:1 “speaks of the Gospel as providing freedom in a more absolute sense. He uses 

the term ‘freedom’ by itself as an absolute (without a qualification such as ‘from something’).”23 

As such, while it does not matter too much how we render the dative of τῇ ἐλευθερίᾳ in 5:1 – 

that is to say, the dative can be dative of means or a dative of purpose – it is critical to note that 

these two kinds of dative must remain free. The dative of means must not turn “freedom” into a 

utilitarian notion and the dative of purpose must not turn “freedom” into a kind of teleology that 

is an end in itself. To preserve such a free notion of “freedom,” we find that Paul’s allegory is 

actually fragmented, and hence, open-ended in the sense that when Paul mentions the names of 

Hagar and Isaac (4:24, 28), he leaves out the names of Sarah and Ishmael. If we interpret the 

allegory in terms of a one-to-one correspondence, we will be tempted to automatically provide 

the names of Sarah and Ishmael in Paul’s allegory. However, the absence of these names can be 

intentional if Paul does not want his allegory to be interpreted in terms of a one-to-one 

correspondence which can then reify and fix the meanings of allegory into a search for univocity 

that Boyarin rightly criticizes.  

 

This absence of naming Sarah and Ishmael not only destabilizes how we understand 

bondage (viz., Ishmael) and freedom (viz., Sarah), it only prevents us from turning Jerusalem 

into a fixed center. While Paul may contrast the present-day Jerusalem with the Jerusalem above, 

and hence seems to be Jerusalem-centered, it is noteworthy that in such a contrast, Jerusalem is 

deconstructed because if there is such a big difference between the two kinds of Jerusalem, then 

how we do distinguish one from the other? Many more features can be foregrounded in this line 

analysis, but for constraint of space and time, I will give a fuller presentation at the conference. 

 

What I would like to highlight from this brief discussion is that in light of similar 

contextual problems that Chinese Christians and Galatian believers face, I think a dynamic 

notion of allegory not only can embody a rather radical notion of “freedom” in Galatians, it can 

also help us formulate a teaching that can effectively address the problems that confront Chinese 

Christianity. 

                                                      
23 Ibid., 63. 


