GALATIANS

The country that is today called Turkey was called Galatia in Paul’s time.  It acquired its name from the Celtic tribes called the Galloi, who moved into north-central Asia Minor in the third century BC.  The territory they occupied came to be called Galatia.  Later the Romans took over the whole of Asia Minor and made it into a Roman province called Galatia.  Whether the churches Paul writes to were in the original territorial homeland of the Celtic tribes near modern Ankara or in the southern part of Asia Minor, where the towns of Lystra, Derbe, Iconium, and Antioch in Pisidia are situated, is much debated.  Wherever in Asia Minor the Galatian churches were situated, it is clear that Paul had founded them on one of his missionary journeys.  It is also clear from Paul’s own words (Gal 4:8) that the Galatians had been outright pagans at the time of their conversion to Christianity (3:1-5).

Purpose of the Letter: Paul wrote to the Galatians because a serious theological crisis had arisen in the churches he had founded.  Sometime in the years following his founding of the churches, Jewish Christian missionaries (probably from Jerusalem) visited the Galatian churches and challenged Paul’s gospel of salvation through faith in Jesus.  Paul calls these missionaries “the circumcised” (6:13).  The name, along with what he says about them in 1:6-10; 2:4-5; 3:1-5, identifies them as Jewish convert to Christianity who were still so wedded to their old way of life in Judaism that they wanted and even insisted that all Christians, even Gentiles such as the Galatians, should be circumcised and observe the Mosaic law.  Paul opposes them not only because he has taught that all Christians are free of the law but because they were trying to convince the Galatians that such observance of the law was necessary for salvation.  Paul attacks this thesis regularly throughout the letter.


It should be noted in passing that this critical issue of circumcision and the observance of the Mosaic law dominate only a brief period of Paul’s life.  The issue is dead by the time the Gospels come to be written in the last quarter of the first century.  

Format and Division of Galatians:

A (1:1-3:5): Freedom from the law and circumcision

(a) Paul’s surprise at the Galatians leaving the only true gospel (1:1-2:10)

  (b) Peter at Antioch did not observe the Mosaic food laws (2:11-21)

(a’) “O foolish Galatians”—leaving the only true gospel (3:1-5)

B (3:6-29): The true sons of Abraham

(a) Sons of Abraham by faith (3:6-9)

   (b) Faith and the law (3:10-22)
(a’) Sons of God and the posterity of Abraham by faith (3:23-29)

B’ (4:1-31): The true sons of Abraham

(a) Slaves versus sons (4:1-11)

   (b) The Galatians are Paul’s “children” in Christ (4:12-20)

(a’) Sons of the slave girl versus sons of the freeborn wife (4:21-31)

A’ (5:1-6:18): Freedom from the law and circumcision

(a) Freedom from the law and circumcision (5:1-12)

   (b) Freedom from the words of love and not for self-indulgence (5:13-6:10)

(a’) Freedom from the law and circumcision (6:11-18)

Closer look at passage 2:11-21: “Peter at Antioch did not observe the Mosaic food laws”

2:11-14 Paul gives no indication when this meeting with Peter in Antioch (in north-eastern Syria) took place.  That, however, is not important.  What is important is that Peter, whom the Gospels and Acts recognize as the first and the leader of the apostles, had not observed the Mosaic food laws and by his actions testified to Paul’s contention that the law was not necessary for salvation.  Peter by his actions, therefore, had testified against the thesis of the Judaizing missionaries who were trying to convert the Galatians to their gospel of law and circumcision.  The argument is indirect but effective, inasmuch as it testifies to the fact that Peter himself, by eating with the Gentiles, showed that he no longer considered the observance of the Mosaic law to be an absolute requisite.

2:15 In 2:15-21 contains not only Paul’s summary of Jewish Christianity’s doctrine of justification by faith in Jesus (2:15-16) but also his total rejection of his opponents’ doctrine of justification through works of the law (2:17-21).  He established justification by faith in Jesus as Jewish-Christian doctrine by distinguishing himself and Cephas and other Jewish Christians form the Gentiles by the words: “We ourselves, who are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners.”  The non-Jews are called “Gentile sinners” because they live outside the law of Moses and circumcision and, theoretically at least, cannot obtain forgiveness for their sins by the various sacrifices, etc., provided by the law.  That justification by faith was the common doctrine of Jewish Christianity may be deduced from Paul’s words here and also from what is said in Romans 3:21-31; Mt 12:37; Lk 15:11-32; and James 2:14-26.

