
• Paul’s letters are occasional, addressing specific situations; thus the best hope for 
modern readers is to understand them in context  

• The principal problem addressed in the Letter to the Galatians (written c. 52 CE) is 
the relevance of the Law of Moses for the practicing Christian 

o Thesis: salvation comes by grace through faith, not through obedience to the 
Torah  

 Appeal to the Galatians’ own experience—whether they had 
previously received the Spirit by faith or by works of the law 

 Arguments from scripture 
• Abraham’s reception of promises was due to faith, and thus 

those who have faith are as much the children of Abraham as 
Jews  

• In Abraham “shall all the nations (Gentiles) be blessed” 
• The singular “offspring” of Abraham is Christ, through 

whom God’s promises are given to the Gentiles  
o This text was likely interpreted in a different way by 

Paul’s opponents, who would have argued that to 
become true offspring of Abraham believers must 
convert to Judaism  

 The role of the law is primarily to condemn  
• Deut. 21:26 

o “Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all the 
things written in the Book of the Law” 

o This curse has been removed by Christ, who literally 
took it upon himself (by being crucified, which could 
be interpreted as carrying a curse following 
Deuteronomy) 

• The Mosaic law was intended to be an interim provision until 
the coming of the messiah  

o It is a “pedagogue” (a domestic slave who cared for 
children until they matured and came under the 
authority of the head of household)     

• The audience of the letter is a group of churches situated in the Roman province of 
Galatia  

o Small, Gentile congregations founded by Paul himself during his missionary 
journeys  

• The letter was clearly written in a state of heated controversy; it is terse and 
occasionally vitriolic  

o Twice curses are invoked against Paul’s opponents 
 “even if an angel from heaven brings another teaching to you, let that 

one be cursed”  
o It is suggested that if the Galatians are so interested in circumcision, they 

might as well castrate themselves 
• Paul refers to his opponents disdainfully, but obliquely  

o Normally identified as “they” or “some people” 
o The verb used to describe their activity normally refers to those who come 

from outside to meddle (in a primarily political context) 



o Probably originated from within the Jerusalem or Antioch churches; whether 
they were officially commissioned or not is unknown, although they clearly 
acted with authority 

o Attacking what he sees to be the very essence of the Jesus movement 
o Two principal aims of the opponents: 

 To discredit Paul 
• Paul’s apostleship was not legitimate, as he had not known 

the man Jesus  
• Paul had unacceptably “watered down” Christian teachings 

 To instruct the Galatians in a different type of Christian teaching 
• The Jesus movement was accessible to Gentiles, but only if 

they converted to Judaism and practiced accordingly, making 
themselves true heirs of Abraham  

• This type of activity is known as “Judaizing”; its adherents are 
known as “Judaizers” 

• The first two chapters of Galatians are essentially autobiographical (a rarity among 
the Pauline letters), designed to reestablish his legitimate authority as an apostle  

o An apostle by the direct commission of the (risen) Christ himself  
 1:11-17 

• Paul’s gospel is not a human gospel, as it was received from a 
revelation of Jesus the messiah  

• Paul did not confer with any human leaders after receiving his 
revelatory gospel  

o When Paul did go to Jerusalem, the apostles there acknowledged the validity 
of his mission among the Gentiles  

 During a visit made fourteen years after his conversion experience, 
Paul spoke with Peter, James the brother of Jesus, and John, who 
“added nothing” to him and gave him “the right hand of fellowship” 

o Previously Paul had stood firm in his beliefs against a more conservative 
faction within the Jerusalem church  

 The “food fight” in Antioch 
• Peter and Paul were participants in open table fellowship in 

Antioch until the arrival of men “from James,” who caused 
the former and others to withdraw from this fellowship  

• Paul subsequently rebukes Peter for his hypocrisy  
o “If you, a Jew, live as a Gentile and not as a Jew, how 

can you compel Gentiles to live like Jews?” 
• Paul maintains that faith in Jesus is not simply an addition to Judaism, but a 

replacement for the Mosaic law  
o Thus Paul declares in Galatians 2 that he “died to the Law” and was 

metaphorically crucified together with Christ 
• The Pauline metaphor of justification is a legal one, with a meaning of acquittal and 

the restoration of the accused party to full status within the community           


