The Letter to the Galatians

If you have ever had your authority questioned ad lour ideas and intentions falsely
represented, you probably know what Paul felt hideen he sat down to write this letter.
Centuries before the mud-slinging political campaighat we experience with great frequency
today, Paul faced a similar challenge to his auth@s an apostle (one who is sent) and the
legitimacy of his message; that is, the gospel dgo@ws) he was proclaiming. In the letter to
the Christians in the region of Galatiaye encounter a harsh-sounding Paul who wishes to
defend himself and his message against critiquss@mafter his departure.

The precise date of the letter is unclear. Depgndn the supposed recipients (see
footnote 1 below), dates range from AD 49 to’58oday, the majority of scholars believe Paul
wrote from Ephesus c. AD 54-85While the dates may not seem that imporfattse they do
help us situate the letter in the larger scope bfisflan history, giving us insight into the
situations and issues faced by the early churcle.fild in this letter a struggle to understand the
Law of the Old Testament in light of the life andhietry of Jesus the Messiah, which caused a
debate over the requirements for Gentiles (non-Jewsbe accepted into the Christian
communities of faith. A fundamental issue was rifater of circumcisiod. As the sign of the
covenant given to Abraham (cf. Gen 12.1-3; 17Ayas a distinctive part of entrance into Jewish
communities, out of which the Christian faith aros&s such, the first generation of believers
was faced with the dilemma of whether circumcisi@s required for non-Jews to become a part
of the emerging communities which proclaimed thegu$ of Nazareth was the long awaited
Messiah.

From Paul’'s statements, we learn that he had peeltie gospel in the region of Galatia
and having departed, received word that anotheupgrof Christians (presumably Jewish
converts) had arrived critiquing Paul’'s authoritydgpreaching what Paul felt was “a different
gospel” (cf. 1.6-9F. While we cannot be sure of their specific teaghjrwhat Paul took issue
with was the assertion that non-Jewish believeesie@ to be circumcised (2.1-10; 5.1-6; 6.12-
16) and observe the Jewish holy days (4.10-11)rderoto be accepted as a convert. In his
response, Paul recounts the events of the “Jerasatincil” in Acts 15 (cf. Gal 2.1-10) where

! There are two major theories regarding the Galati The “south Galatian theory” suggests that the

churches evangelized by Paul were part of the poisdi region established by the Roman Empire. Wasld
include towns such as Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, &®tbe along the Mediterranean. The “north Gatetteeory”
asserts that the churches were composed of ettatétighs, descended from Celtic peoples who sdtitedhe
region around Ancyra, Luke T. Johnsdie Writings of the New Testament: An InterpretgtiBhiladelphia:
Fortress, 1986), 302.

2 G.N. Stanton, “Galatians,The Oxford Bible Commentary: CD-ROiNew York: Oxford University
Press, 2001), “Introduction: D. Date.” Dating antingent upon one’s view regarding the north versauth
Galatian theory (see note 1 above), and wherectgder places Paul’s sickness during his first sit3-15) within
the Acts narrative of Paul’s visits to the regidrGalatia. If one accepts the south Galatian théihre minority
opinion among scholars) an earlier date is moreairte as Paul would have visited the region dunisgfirst
missionary journey” (see Acts 13-14) c. AD 46-48d avould have written between AD 48-50 depending on
whether the visit to Jerusalem mentioned in Galatal corresponds to Acts 11.30; 12.25 or Actslibne
accepts the south Galatian theory (“the ancientagmi and still the majority theory”), Paul woulave written
after the Jerusalem conference in Acts 15 (cf.Z3Bl sometime between AD 54-58, most probably wétidging at
Ephesus (Acts 19.1), Raymond Brovim Introduction to the New TestamgfiMY: Doubleday, 1996), 475-6.

3 Brown,An Introduction468.

“Circumcision is the ritualistic removal of theata’s foreskin, practiced by many African, South
American, and Middle Easter peoples...In Jewish ti@di following biblical commandments (Gen 17.12;4£,

Lev 12.3); males are normally circumcised at edsys of age. Proselyte [converts] males are cicised before
admission into the community.... Circumcision wag#édback to the covenant or contract God made with
Abraham, and thus is widely practiced by Muslimsva#i as Jews. It was called the ‘sign of the ¢’ (Gen
17.11), the covenant in the flesh (Gen 17.13),thadcovenant of circumcision’ (Acts 7.8)...In easlie
Christianity, there was considerable debate oweralquirement of circumcision (Acts 15.1-21; G&-24); Paul,
however, held that circumcision was part of theaudtract that had been supersede and was therefdomger
required (Gal 6.15), and his view ultimately becaroemative for Christians,” George Wesley Buchanan,
“Circumcision,” The Oxford Companion to the BibBruce D. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan, eds., :(BXford
University Press, 1993), 123-124

° While most of Paul’s letters begin with the ttaahal thanksgiving for the recipients, Galatiasginotable
exception. “l am astonished that you are so gyidkiserting the one who called you in the gracglofst and are
turning to a different gospel—not that there isthrogospel, but there are some who are confusingand want to
pervert the gospel of Christ” (1.6-7). This “mubstve sent a shudder through the Galatian congoagavhen they
heard it read, for they would have expected a tbginkng,” StantonOBC, “Commentary: Introduction (1.1-9):
(1.6-9) Rebuke.” We are not told the content @ tbther gospel,” but later statements reveal thatoclaimed the
necessity of circumcision and works of the law (Bdeff).
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it was decided that non-Jews did not need to bmicicised However, we cannot be sure if
these Jewish Christians had received word of #gslution. Regardless, it is clear that while
these believers accepted Jesus as Messiah, tHeyasght that circumcision and Torah
obedience were pre-requisites for Christian comsvand felt that Paul had preached a truncated
messagé. Paul responds by expressing shock and disappeittthat the Galatian converts had
been so quickly misled (1.1-10; cf. 3.1-4), andLif0-2.14 Paul defends his authority and the
content of his message by giving a history of higistry and strongly emphasizing that the
gospel he preached was “neither received...from manyas [he] taught it, but [he] received it
through a revelation of Jesus Christ” (1.11-12).

In 2.15-5.1 Paul begins a lengthy defense of hispgl which involves establishing a
clear distinction between faith and “works of thev]” Before going any further, “it is crucial to
understand that the Galatians were converted firécim paganism (2.8, 14; 3.8, 24; 4.8-9;
6.13).” This is important because throughout human histioere has been the idea that one
must seek to get the gods on your side throughthatgyain their favorQuid pro quo(this-for-
that) seems to be the predominant relationshiphefgods to humanity from Homerlsad
onward? As such, when these Jewish Christians arrivedhteg that the Galatian converts
needed to be circumcised, they assumed this waactigy which God would accept théfhin
countering this notion, Paul declares that it iy @hrough Christ’s faithfulness that we are able
to believe and thereby become sons of God (2.26)3.Thus, when Paul refers to “works of the
law,” he is speaking specifically about actions eldo earn God’s favor and acceptance, while
also noting that good works will naturally cometfofrom genuine faith in Jesus as the Messiah
(cf. 5.6; 5.13-6.10%*

For Jews, Paul's gospel obviously raised the qoesif the role and purpose of the Old
Testament Law (3.19ff). Paul responds by declatimgf since the Law came after God’s
covenant promise with Abraham (3.6-18) it functidres the means by which the world would
come to understand sin—its brokenness and nedd8ddis redemption which can be found only
in the Messiah, who is declared to be Jesus of ldz43.19-29). The Law, for Paul, was a
servant (3.24-25% thatbrought about the recognition of sin and the needjface, which was to

See notes 1 and 2 for the possibility that tbfens to an earlier meeting recorded in Acts 11-12.

It should be noted that the view Paul is refutivass not atypical. It was traditional that consdd Judaism
would be circumcised and observe Torah. SincesGanity arose out of the Jewish faith, it makedgm sense
that these Jewish believers at Galatia would usedime standards for converts as were being ustn gwish
synagogues at that time. The Jerusalem Counéitis 15 makes it clear that this was not a selflent, clear-cut
issue. Paul’s response reveals the radical nafu@ristianity—both a continuation of the Jewisiith yet also
something thoroughly new. Given that the act ofugincision is applicable only to the male gendag must seek
to extrapolate the larger principle Paul is setforgh in Galatians regarding this covenantal d&aul’s primary
assertion on the matter is found in 5.6: “In Chissus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision agadshes
anything; what matters is faith working throughddv Therefore, the issue (for both mamd women) is to
recognize that trust in the grace of God—not atuatiact—is what brings redemption and allows takeber to

live a life that increasingly looks more like Jesadife that demonstrates “faith working throughe.”

8 JohnsonThe Writings303.

o For example, in Homerkiad: Book 1, Achilles says: “Let us ask some priest or propbesome reader of
dreams (for dreams, too, are of Jove) who camuselthy Phoebus Apollo is so angry, and say whétliefor some
vow that we have broken, or hecatomb that we haveffered, and whether he will accept the savdlambs and
goats without blemish, so as to take away the gdigam us,” <http://www.online-literature.com/honfikad/0/>.

It is important to realize that Paul is not arguagainst good works flowing forth from the lifeame who
chooses to follow Christ (see Eph 2.8-9). His argnt here is focused on rebutting arguments thes dving
wedges between Jewish and Gentile believers. ‘iretiee light of the Antioch incident [see Gal 2-14], Paul's
teaching has important social implications: Gerditel Jewish believers are one, and they may shile t
fellowship on the basis of what God has done insthfrank J. Materd\ew Interpreter’s BibleNOTE 2.15-21,
2083. Paul’s focus is to bring unity where thigh&r gospel” is bringing division. Therefore, Pdatlares that
circumcision and works of the law need not divider&nd Gentile any longer, “for in Christ Jesughegi
circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anythitige only things that counts is faith working thgh love”
(5.6).
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Regarding Gal 5.6, Raymond Brown has noted tRatl' does not consider circumcision something evil
but rather something that has no power to brintification to the Gentiles. It also suggests thatl thought of
faith accepting the efficacy of what Christ had él@s something that had to find expression in fogaifested in
the life of the believer,Introduction 473.

12 “In the Greek world there was a household serealéd thepaidagogos He was not the schoolmaster.
He was usually an old and trusted slave who had loeegy in the family and whose character was highe .hidd one
particular duty: every day he had to take the ctaldnd from school. He had nothing to do withdktual teaching
of the child, but it was his duty to take him ifets to school and deliver him to the teacher. tFhsaid Paul—was
like the function of the law. It was there to lemfperson] to Christ,” William Barclay;he Daily Study Bible
Series: The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesiavised edition, (Philadelphia: The WestminstersB, 1976),
31.



be found in God’s action through the Messiah (3.28)nce the Messiah has come, we are no
longer under this servant (3.25) for our “tutor’new Jesus the Christ whose words and deeds
have set forth the manner of life that leads t@negkion of all creation.

To avoid the conclusion that he is espousing afbtliefs alone, Paul turns next to an
exposition of what Christian faith truly means (6.20). It is not just accepting certain
statements as true, as if Christianity were a mafteeceiving a passing grade on a True/False
doctrinal examination. Rather, Christian faith me#usting in the faithfulness of Christ (3.26-
29) through whom we receive the “righteousness ofi"G2.20-21; 3.6-7, 21-2; 5.4-5). As a
result, we are able to “walk by the Spirit” (5.2%) allowing us to “not lose heart in doing good”
(6.9-10)®* Thus, Paul can boldly declare that “in Christudeseither circumcision nor
uncircumcision means anything” (6.15)—viz. the badames that once divided peoples are no
longer tenable (cf. 3.22, 25-29; 5.6; 6.15)—but wiraly matters is “faith working through
love” (5.6)}* which is made possible by the Spirit of God (3.6,25) and is a manifestation of
the “new creation” that is already, but coming 8.1

Outlines of and Commentaries on Galatians

Oxford Bible Commentary®

l. Introduction (1.1-9)
Il. Body (1.10 - 6.10)
A. Paul's Story (1.10 - 2.21)
B. Main Arguments (3.1 -4.11; 4.30; or 5.1)
C. Ethical Exhortations (4.12; 4.31; or 5.2 (3.
[l Conclusion (6.11-18)

Raymond Brown®

DIVISION ACCORDING TO CONTENTS

1.1-10 Introduction:
1.1-5 Opening Formula (defensive in describingsipship and what Christ has done)
1.6-10 Exordium or Introduction (astonishment liace of Thanksgiving), describing the

issue, the adversaries, and the seriousness oasiee(by anathemas)
1.11-2.14 Paul narrates his preaching career enddiis thesis about his gospel (1.11-12)

2.15-21 Debate with opponents, contrasting his gjosjih theirs: justified by faith in
Christ, not by observing the Law; Christians liwefaith

3.1-4.31 Proofs for justification by faith, not hgw: six arguments drawn from the past
experiences of the Galatians and from Scripturgiqodarly centered on
Abraham

5.1-6.10 Ethical exhortation (paraenesis) for themreserve their freedom, and walk
according to the Spirit

6.11-18 Conclusion: authentic postscript in Pao¥igy hand (as distinct from scribe who

took dictation); recapitulation of attitude towaridcumcision; benediction

13 Thus, the heart of the debate is primarily ohermeans by which one enters into the covenarttaeship

with God. It is not by means of circumcision oy arther “works of the law,” but only by the faithfiess of Christ.
That is to say, only by God'’s grace. Actions cogrfiorth from trust in Christ’s faithfulness are pupposed, as
faith will work through love (5.6) and the Spiriillbear its fruit (5.22-23), thereby enabling theliever to “walk
by the Spirit” (5.25)—the meaning of which is relaghin Paul’s closing exhortations (5.26-6.18).

“What counts if faith that expresses itself indpbecause love is the fulfillment of the Law @&.Rom
13.8-10),” Frank J. Mater&lIB, NOTE 5.2-6, 2087. See alsmTE 11.
15 StantonOxford Bible Commentaryintroduction: F. Structure.”
16 Brown,An Introduction468.
o “A Greek word corresponding to Heltreremand designating an object dedicated or devoteddisity
either for consecration or to be cursed (devoteatkgiruction)...Most occurrences of the term...descdraething
or someone accursed or given to God for destructidwwcording to Paul, if someone preaches a gospdtary to
the one that he preached (Gal 1.8, 9), that passamathema (NRSV: ‘cursed;’ see also 1 Corinthieth22),” Paul
L. Bremer, “Anathema,OCB, 26.
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