GALATIANS
TITLE
The name ‘Galatians’ is the collective name for the region in Asia Minor (modern Turkey) where the churches addressed were located. It is the only one of Paul’s letters specifically addressed to churches in more than one city (1:2; cf. 3:1; 1 Corinthians 16:1)

CONTENT
A heated argument with the (Gentile) Galatian believers against some Jewish Christian ‘missionaries’ who insist that Gentiles be circumcised if they are to be included in the people of God

AUTHOR AND DATE
There is no reason to question the internal claims that Paul wrote Galatians (1:1; 5:2) joined by “all the brothers and sisters” with him (1:2).
The letter was probably written about AD.55 (although some think as early as 47 or 48) with no indication of the place of writing.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING
In Paul’s day, the term ‘Galatia’ had two distinct meanings. In a strictly ethnic sense, Galatia was the region in central Asia Minor inhabited by the Galatians. They were a Celtic people who had migrated to that region from Gaul (modern France) in the third century BC. The Romans conquered the Galatians in 189BC. but allowed them some measure of independence until 25BC. when Galatia became a Roman province, incorporating some regions not inhabited by ethnic Galatians (parts of Lycaonia, Phrygia and Pisidia). In a political sense, Galatia came to describe the entire Roman province, not just the region inhabited by the ethnic Galatians. Paul founded churches in the southern Galatian cities of Antioch, Iconium, Lystra and Derbe (Acts 13:14-14:23). These cities, although within the Roman province of Galatia, were not in the ethnic Galatian region. There is no record of Paul’s pioneering churches in the northern, less populated region. The two uses of the term ‘Galatia’ make it difficult to determine with certainty who the original recipients of the letter were.

The churches had been exposed to some false teachers (5:12) who had questioned Paul’s gospel and his apostleship. Ignoring the express decree of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:23-29), these teachers taught that Gentiles must submit to (some of) the Mosaic law before they could become Christians (1:7; 4:17,21; 5:2-12; 6:12,13). Shocked by the Galatians’ openness to this heresy (1:6) Paul wrote this letter to defend justification by faith alone, and to warn these churches of the dire consequences of abandoning that essential Christian belief.
EMPHASES
Paul’s apostleship and gospel come directly from God and Christ, not through human mediation; the death of Christ has brought an end to ethnic religious observances; the Spirit produces the righteousness the law could not; the Spirit enables believers not to yield to sinful desires; one receives the Spirit through faith in Christ Jesus.

OVERVIEW

Like 2 Corinthians 10 -12, this letter is three sided – Paul, to the Galatians, against the agitators. Paul’s rhetoric reflects great zeal because to him the gospel is at stake, especially as it includes the Gentiles, law-free, in the people of God – as well as his own calling as apostle to the Gentiles. If the Galatians embrace the requirement of circumcision, everything God has done for them in Christ and is doing by the Spirit to include Gentiles in the people of God will have come to nothing (2:21).
First, Paul takes on the false teachers’ slander of his apostleship. In a series of three narratives, he starts by distancing himself from Jerusalem (1:13-24: his apostleship and gospel do not have human origins), then points out Jerusalem’s agreement with him (2:1-10), and finally notes that any failure to keep the accord came from Jerusalem itself (2:11-14)

He then uses his speech to Peter to launch his argument with the Galatians (2:15-21). The rest of the letter fluctuates three times between argument, application and appeal (3:1-4:7/4:8-11/4:12-20// 4:21-27/4:28-31/5:1-12// 5:13-24/5:25-6:10/6:11-17). His argument is that the cross of Christ and the gift of the Spirit have brought observance of the Mosaic law to an end. His appeals sometimes reflect on past relationships (4:12- 20; 5:7-10), sometimes point out the consequences of their proposed actions (4:8-11; 5:2-6) and sometimes disparaging the agitators (5:7-12; 6:11-13). 

UNDERSTANDING GALATIANS
At issue is the question: who are the true children/seed of Abraham and so true heirs of the promises made to Abraham? Paul’s answer is: those, especially Gentiles, who have faith like Abraham, who are therefore freeborn sons and not slaves. They have become so by faith in Christ and the (promised) gift of the Holy Spirit. On the other hand, those who would enforce Gentile believers to be circumcised are bringing them under the Jewish law and so into slavery. Justification comes only by grace; to revert to circumcision is to seek advantage with God through works of the law, which Paul sees as the flesh ( = ultimately putting trust in one’s own achievement). The basic issue is: on what grounds are Gentile believers included in the people of God ( = become part of Abraham’s seed)? Is it by trusting Christ and their reception of the Spirit (their true identity marker) or by adding Jewish identity markers as well? 
But why does Paul argue from Abraham rather than solely from Christ? The answer is probably because the agitators have taken Genesis 17:1-22 as their primary text. There God established circumcision as “an everlasting covenant” in a context where Abraham was again promised to be the father of “many nations” (repeating the blessing of the Gentiles from Genesis 12:3). In this context God promises that Sarah herself would bear a child, the legitimate heir – while Ishmael is already a young man. In all fairness, the agitators were not advocating a righteousness based on works; they had themselves put their faith in Christ. But they would have argued that, just as Abraham believed God (Genesis 15:6) and then was given the covenant of circumcision, so the Gentiles who  believe in Christ need to be circumcised in order to become the true children of Abraham, and so heirs of the promise. At stake for them in the end is their identity as the people of God, since the marks of identity for Jews in the Diaspora were especially circumcision, the food laws, and the sacred calendar, including Sabbath keeping.
Paul sees clearly where such an argument leads – to ‘grace + works of law = favour with God.’ But to add anything to grace, nullifies grace. Paul’s equation would be ‘grace + nothing = favour with God.’ Otherwise, believing Gentiles must in fact become Jews in order to be ‘completed’ as Christians (3:3).

So Paul appeals first to the Galatians’ own experience of the Spirit (3:1-5), and then to Genesis 15:6 (which precedes 17:1-22 in the story), which says of Abraham that his faith alone was what God ‘counted as righteousness’ (Galatians 3:6-9). The rest of Galatians 3 and 4 spell out various implications of these first two arguments. Paul shows the preparatory (and so secondary) nature of the law in relation to Christ and the Spirit (3:10-4:7), and then he shows that by rejecting Christ, the contemporary Jews have in effect made themselves the heirs of Ishmael rather than of Isaac (4:21-27). In any case their observance of the law is selective, and for Paul, to be under law means that one must observe the whole law (3:10; 5:3; cf.6:13), not just parts of it.

The final argument (5:13-24) points out that the Spirit alone is sufficient for the kind of life in the present that reflects the likeness of Christ and stands over against the “desires” of the “sinful nature” ( = flesh, referring to living in a self centred way that is hostile to God) – which is precisely where the law failed. It could make people religious, but not truly re-formed so as to be shaped into God’s own character (which is what the fruit of the Spirit reflects).
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.340-343), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.391-397) and “New Testament Survey” by M.Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.267-273)

AN OUTLINE OF GALATIANS
1:1-5 Salutation
This unique salutation anticipates the argument by focusing on the heart of the gospel (vs.4,5)

1:6-9 A Curse on the Agitators
Paul is here assuming the role of a prophet, pronouncing a double curse on those who are derailing the Gentile Galatians with a foreign gospel (and on any others who would do so). This is his only letter to a church that does not include a thanksgiving and prayer.

1:10 – 2:14 In Defence of the Gospel – Part 1: Paul and Jerusalem
It is significant that Paul begins the defence of the gospel with a defence of his apostleship (which was a direct commission to take the gospel to the Gentiles). So, after a transitional sentence (1:10) against those who imply that by not insisting on circumcision, Paul is merely trying to please people, Paul begins by asserting that his gospel is not of human origin but came to him by revelation (vs.11,12). The defence of this assertion then proceeds by way of a three-part chronological narrative:
(1) that his gospel and apostleship (in contrast to that of the agitators) are absolutely independent of Jerusalem (vs.13-24), thus capitalising positively on what his opponents see as negative

(2) that his gospel is nonetheless in agreement with Jerusalem and so has their blessing (2:1-10, only spheres of ministry differ)

(3) that Jerusalem (in the person of Peter), not he, broke faith with the agreement (vs.11-14)

2:15-21 The Theological Proposition Set Forth
Using Peter’s speech at Antioch as the point of reference, Paul makes the primary assertions about his gospel that the rest of the letter will argue:
(1) that righteousness is “not by observing the law”

(2) that righteousness is “by faith in Jesus Christ” (who brought law observance to an end)

(3) that the indwelling Christ (by His Spirit) is the effective agent for living out the new righteousness (v.20). Otherwise Christ died for nothing (v.21)

3:1 – 4:7 In Defence of the Gospel – Part 2: Christ and the Law
Paul’s theological defence of the gospel begins and ends with an appeal to his readers’   

experience of the Spirit (3:1-5; 4:6,7). The rest of this first argument is based on scripture. The heart of it shows Christ’s role in support of the first two propositions of 2:15-21: having brought the time of the law to an end, He has ushered in the time of faith.

Paul argues in sequence:

   3:7-9     Abraham’s true heirs are those who, like Abraham (and now including the Gentiles)
                have faith (in Christ Jesus) 
   3:10-14 The law is not based on faith but on doing, which means doing the whole law (not just
                selected portions), which is also a “curse” because it excludes people from living by
                faith; so Christ died to remove the curse so that Gentiles might be included by faith and
                through the Spirit

   3:15-18 The law, which came much later than the covenant with Abraham, is unrelated to the
               “promise” (that Gentiles will be included in the people of God – through the promised
                Holy Spirit) given to Abraham’s “seed” (personified eventually by Israel’s king, and so
                finally realised in Christ)

    3:19-22   Why then the law? It was added to confine God’s people (keep them ‘fenced in’) until 
                   the promise was to be realised. In any case, it was not intended to bring life, nor could
                   it bring life (only Christ and the Spirit can do that)
    3:23-4:7 The merely supervisory role of the law is over. Using the analogy of a child coming of
                  age, Paul concludes (twice: 3:23-29; 4:1-7) that only faith in Christ produces true
                  children/heirs, so setting them free from slavery, through the gift of the Spirit (the Spirit
                  of the son, the true heir)

4:8-20 Application and Appeal
In verses 8-11 Paul applies the preceding argument to his readers’ specific situation. Since God knows them as His children, why go back to slavery? In the more personal, relational nature of verses 12-20, Paul appeals to the Galatians to return to their earlier loyalty to him and devotion to Christ 

4:21 – 5:12 Once More: Argument, Application, Appeal
In 4:21-27, Paul returns to the scriptural argument of 3:6-4:7. By taking up the themes of Abraham, slavery and freedom, he demonstrates by an analogy from Genesis that “doing the law” would mean slavery, while Christ means freedom.

This is followed by a threefold application and appeal. The Galatians are like Isaac, the free son of the “free woman” by “the power of the Spirit,” and like Isaac, they are being persecuted by the slave woman’s son, Ishmael – the Jewish-Christian agitators (4:28-31).The appeals are very personal:
(1) with a fervent call that the Galatians face up to the consequences of capitulating to circumcision, including their need to keep the whole law (5:1-6)

(2)  with a scathing denunciation of the agitators, who have themselves abandoned faith in Christ and are acting like a runner who cuts off others to keep them from winning (5:7-12)

5:13 – 6:10 In Defence of the Gospel – Part 3: The Spirit and Righteousness
Paul concludes by taking up the third proposition from 2:15-21 – the indwelling Spirit that has replaced law observance, because the Spirit can do what the law could not, that is, effect true righteousness (5:13,14,22,23) and effectively combat the desires of “the sinful nature” = flesh (vs.16-21). This is set in the context of community disharmony (vs.15,26; eight of the fifteen “acts of the sinful nature” are sins of discord). So they are urged to live by the Spirit, who has brought them to life following Christ’s death and resurrection (vs.24,25). All of this is applied to very practical issues in 6:1-10.

6:11-18 Conclusion: Circumcision No, the Cross Yes
Paul concludes with another blistering attack on the agitators who compel Gentiles to be circumcised but do not themselves keep the (whole) law (vs.12,13), before turning the Galatians’ attention once more to the cross (vs.14,15). The final blessing (v.16) is for all who live by the “rule” of verse 15 (circumcision is irrelevant; only the new creation counts). 

These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.343-346)
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