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Galatians 

Notes by Tim Reddish 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kLX8daog6mM N T Wright 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IZUDuBu1xvY N T Wright 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmx4UjRFp0M 1 N T Wright 

 

• Galatians is a polemical letter and as such we need to appreciate its literary genre and power. 

• The apostle Paul founded the churches of Galatia, but he now finds that his work has been 

challenged by unidentified Jewish-Christians teachers/missionaries who were arguing that 

Paul’s converts needed to be circumcised and to observe other Jewish rituals, such as keeping 

the Sabbath and dietary laws. Paul is adamant that this is not the case and writes this 

impassioned letter to dissuade the Galatians from adopting those religious practices. 

• There is debate as to when the letter was written. Some suggest around 48-49 A.D. to the 

churches of South Galatia; others suggest the mid-50s A.D. to the churches of Northern Galatia. 

 
1 See: https://ntwrightonline.org/prepare-to-study-pauls-letter-to-the-galatians/  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kLX8daog6mM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IZUDuBu1xvY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmx4UjRFp0M
https://ntwrightonline.org/prepare-to-study-pauls-letter-to-the-galatians/
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The contents of the letter need to be seen in the context of the Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15 

and the missionary journeys of Paul.  

• Some therefore argue that this may well be the first Christian writing. Other Paul scholars 

suggest that 1 Thessalonians has that honour. Regardless, this letter was written before any of 

the gospels. 

• There are many thematic links in this letter to that of 2 Corinthians and Romans, and these major 

letters are often seen as refinements and more detailed versions of Paul’s arguments within 

Galatians. 

 

• The identity of the newly established mission churches established by Paul were up for grabs. 

Were they meant to be a distinctive new community or were they to be understood as a sect of 

Judaism? Were non-Jewish converts bound to accept Jewish practices and values? These are 

topics that are explored in this passionate letter. 

• Both St. Augustine and Martin Luther took their bearings from Paul’s message of radical grace, 

apart from the works of the law, from such documents as Galatians and Romans. This letter, 

then, is one of the starting points for determining the doctrines of justification by faith and the 

cross, the power of the Holy Spirit, and the meaning of Christian freedom. 

• This is not a general theological treatise but an urgent pastoral letter written to a specific cluster 

of churches at a moment of crisis. Certain things are alluded to which the original readers would 

have understood, and are therefore not fully explained. To interpret the letter, then, we must 

do a certain amount of reconstructive guesswork to the circumstances that Paul was addressing. 

• The letter seems to indicate that Paul’s Galatian converts were non-Jews (4:8-9). 

• Paul preached to them the message of “Jesus Christ crucified” (3:1) as God’s transformative 

deed to deliver humankind from “the present evil age” (1:4). 

• The Galatians accepted the message joyfully (4:14-15) and were baptised (3:26-28), and 

experience dramatic manifestations of the Holy Spirit (3:2-5; 4:6). 

• We do not know how long Paul spent in Galatia, but he left the young church confident that 

they were running well (5:7). 

• At the time he wrote the letter, however, Paul had received word that his missionary work in 

Galatia was being undermined by Jewish Christian missionaries who had arrived on the scene 

preaching a “different gospel” (1:6). 

• This is an internal Christian dispute. It is not a dispute between Jews and Christians. 

• The identity of the rival “missionaries” is unknown. 

Why was Paul so annoyed?  

o The missionaries’ emphasis on circumcision and the observance of the Torah as 

conditional grounds for covenant membership negates the sufficiency of God’s grace, 

which was shown by the death of Jesus for our sake (2:20-21). The cross, not the law, is 
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the basis of our relationship to God. In short, the missionaries have a deficient 

Christology. 

o The missionaries underestimate the power of the Holy Spirit to animate and guide the 

life of the faith community. In short, the missionaries have a deficient pneumatology.  

o The missionaries are undermining the unity of Jews and non-Jews in Christ. In short, the 

missionaries have a deficient ecclesiology. 

o The missionaries act as though is the death of Jesus on the cross had not changed the 

world irrevocably. They still want to hang on to the law, as before, as providing the 

fundamental structure for the identity of the people of God. However, the cross and the 

resurrection has transformed the world (6:14-15). In short, the missionaries have a 

deficient eschatology. 

o Taken together, Paul regarded this as a fundamental betrayal of the gospel and a 

reversion to life before Christ came to set us free. 

Theological Themes 

• Paul proclaims that we are adopted as God’s children solely as a result of Christ’s redemptive 

death (4:4-7), not because of anything we have done or could do. 

• Paul’s proclamation focuses on the cross as a liberating event (2:20–21; 3:1, 13–14; 6:14–15). In 

Galatians, “the cross” is interpreted not (primarily) as an atoning sacrifice of forgiveness of sins, 

but as cataclysmic event that has broken the power of forces that held humanity captive, 

brought the old world to an end, and began a new creation. 

• The Spirit gives us life (3:13–14; 5:25) and confirms our status as God’s children (4:6–7), and 

transforms the character of our community life so that we produce fruit pleasing to God (5:22–

25). There is no artificial distinction between the gospel and ethics; God’s redemptive work 

necessarily includes the reshaping of the community’s life together. 

• Those who recognise the saving work of God in Christ, and live in the power of the Spirit, 

experience freedom. 

 

• Letters were composed to be read aloud to each of the Galatian congregations. It served as a 

substitute for Paul’s personal presence - inadequate though that was (4:20) -and sought to re-

establish Paul’s authority with in the community. 

• Galatians is a(n apologetic) letter, a(n argumentative) sermon, and contains deliberative and 

skillful rhetoric. All three are important! 

o The debate concerning the date and audience of the letter is inconclusive and almost 

entirely irrelevant for interpreting Paul’s letter to the Galatians. The issues at stake are 

primarily how to connect this letter with Luke’s narrative in Acts. In other words, was Paul 

addressing the churches of South Galatia founded on his first “missionary journey” – Acts 

13-14 – or the churches of North Galatia during his second “missionary journey” – Acts 16:6? 


