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Galatians 1:11-24 
June 14, 2020 

 
1) Introduction to Galatians 1:11-24 
 

a) These verses begin an autobiographical summary which continues to 2:14, occupying nearly 1/5 
of the letter. Emphasizing the independence of the gospel he received from Christ on the 
Damascus road, Paul reviews his life story from the time of his early training in Judaism and his 
persecution of the church up to the time of his conversion and commission to preach to the 
Gentiles. That conversion and calling occurred before he ever met the leaders of the Jerusalem 
church. When he did meet them on 2 different occasions, they conferred no authority upon him 
but acknowledged the validity of his commission to preach to the Gentiles. They only requested 
that Paul remember the poverty of the Jerusalem congregation.  
 

b) In his commentary Charles Cousar raises the following questions concerning these verses. 
 
i) Why is the issue of apostleship so important in Galatians? 

 
(1) Most commentators argue that the issue is central because persons opposed Paul by 

saying he was not authorized by the apostles in Jerusalem and he was advocating policies 
that were not sanctioned by the disciples of Jesus. Paul responds by affirming his 
apostleship based on a revelation coming directly from Jesus Christ. Furthermore, Paul 
mentions meeting in Jerusalem with Peter and James where his preaching to the Gentiles 
was approved. 
 

(2) Other commentators argue that Paul’s opponents said he was overly dependent on the 
Jerusalem authorities because he was not an eyewitness to the ministry of Jesus and 
cannot be regarded as a true apostle. Paul responds to this criticism by insisting that he 
was an apostle commissioned by Christ. Paul had his disagreements with Cephas (Simon 
Peter), but when Paul 1st met with the group in Jerusalem, “they glorified God because of 
me.” One group charges Paul for being a rebel and defector from the Jerusalem 
Christians. The other group charges Paul for being a pawn totally dependent upon of 
Jerusalem and one who has no claim to apostolic authority himself. 
 

(3) There is a third group that Cousar agrees with insisting that Paul is not arguing whether 
he is or is not an apostle as much as he is asking a more basic question: what is the 
ultimate authority for a Christian? The answer for Paul is the gospel of Christ, not the 
apostles, and not the law. Cousar writes, “Paul does not fight to open the circle of the 12 
and get himself admitted. He never provides a precise definition of an apostle, nor does 
he question the status of others so recognized. Even though he abruptly confronts Peter at 
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Antioch, he does not initiate a campaign to oust Peter from his role as an apostle.” Paul is 
not focused on defending his authority; he is insisting that all authority is derived from 
one place: the grace filled gospel of Christ. For Christians, authority is not bestowed by 
apostles, Scripture, or any set of laws. It is rooted in the grace of Christ’s gospel. 
 

ii) Why does Paul provide this lengthy biographical material? 
 
(1) As indicated in verse 13, Paul is not providing material here that the Galatians had not 

heard. He stated in verses 11 and 12 that the gospel he proclaimed did not come from a 
human source, “but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.” So, he now clearly 
demonstrates how his message did not come secondhand from human authorities, 
especially not those in Jerusalem. Before meeting any leaders of the Jerusalem church, 
Paul met Jesus. 
 

(2) In verses 13-24 Paul provides a biographical sketch, speaking 1st of how he was zealous 
in following his Jewish tradition. Then he speaks of his calling, sounding very much like 
Jeremiah and Isaiah, saying in verses 15 and 16 that he was called by God “before I was 
born… so that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles.” Providing details not found in 
the book of Acts, Paul speaks of going to Arabia and then to Damascus. Only after 3 
years did Paul go to Jerusalem to meet with Simon Peter and James the brother of Jesus. 
After years of preparation and conferring with a few Christian leaders in Jerusalem, Paul 
went to Syria and Cilicia proclaiming the gospel of Christ. It is sheer speculation to guess 
what Paul was doing for the 3 years following his conversion. We do not know if this was 
a time of retreat, meditation, study, or preaching the gospel. 

 
(3) Perhaps the main reason for inserting this biographical material is to put forth his own 

life as an example of the transforming power of the gospel. As stated in the closing verses 
of the chapter, “The one who formally was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith he 
once tried to destroy.” As a result of Paul’s example, the Christians of Judea, who had 
never met Paul, “glorified God because of me.” The gospel of Christ was not only 
proclaimed by Paul, you could see the power of redemption demonstrated in his own 
dramatically changed life. 
 

2) Galatians 1:11-14 – A Gospel from Jesus Christ 
 
a) The gospel proclaimed by Paul had no human origin but came to him as the result of divine 

revelation. No earthly authority had given him that gospel, he was not taught the gospel in any 
earthly school, and it was not the result of his invention. Paul describes that revelation, not as the 
transfer of intellectual knowledge or some flash of insight, but as a personal spiritual encounter 
that transformed his life. 
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b) In verse 12 Paul writes that he received the gospel “through a revelation of Jesus Christ.” This is 
where it would be especially helpful to have the psychological wisdom of Henry Holland 
commenting insightfully on the mystical and spiritual life of Paul. Lacking Henry’s expertise let 
me simply say that when Paul used the term of revelation he is referring to a disclosure of divine 
truth that was previously hidden from him. Remember how zealous Paul was in following the 
dictates of his Jewish faith. What he seems to be saying in these verses is that his zealous faith 
never tore away the veil that hid the truth of Christ. Only revelation from Christ allowed that to 
happen. When that revelation occurred, the gospel was not unveiled in the form of new Scripture, 
new ritual, or new information. In persecuting the church of Christ, Paul had to have known 
some information about the message of Jesus Christ. But knowledge of Christ is never the same 
as having a personal encounter with the Lord. Paul writes about this revelatory encounter in 1st 
Thessalonians 1:5 when he says the gospel comes “not only in word, but also in power and in the 
Holy Spirit, and with full conviction.” The gospel was received by Paul in a personal spiritual 
experience, far deeper than an affirmation of any doctrine, the practice of any ritual, and the 
recitation of any creed. 
 

c) In verses 13 and 14 Paul described his earlier career as a persecutor of Christians. Paul assumed 
that the Galatians had heard reports circulating about his previous life, probably disparaging 
attacks saying that he was a doubtful character and could not be trusted. Instead of seeing his 
violent zeal for the law as a disqualification, Paul seized upon it as an example of God’s grace 
and mercy. More than that, Paul claimed that God was preparing him throughout his whole life 
to be a missionary to the Gentile world. 

 
d) Galatians 1:15-17 – Paul’s Calling 

 
i) Many New Testament interpreters have argued that following the life and death of Jesus no 

event had such an impact on Christian history as did the calling of Paul. His interpretation of 
the Christian message, the influence of his New Testament letters, his bold missionary thrust 
into Europe, and his insistence on carrying the Christian message to Gentiles made Paul, next 
to Christ, the foundational architect of the Christian message. 
 

ii) There are multiple descriptions of Paul’s call found here, in Philippians 3:4-11, 1st 
Corinthians 15:8-11, and Acts 9:1-9, 22:3-16, and 26:9-18. The story of Paul’s calling tells of 
a radical transformation in his own life, but it is not meant to be descriptive of everyone’s 
conversion experience. That is certainly not my experience having grown up in the loving 
home of a Christian minister. I did not live the riotous life of the prodigal son nor did I 
engage in persecuting Christians. There was never a time in my life when I was completely 
outside the community of faith. That would be true for many of us. And there is nothing 
wrong in not having a dramatic conversion experience. 
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iii) Paul describes his conversion experience as part of a long series of divinely ordered events 
going back to before birth. For a long time, God had been preparing Paul for his leading role 
in spreading the gospel message. More importantly, Paul emphasized that his conversion was 
not the result of his own choosing nor the result of any human effort. Cousar writes, “It was 
not his decision to become an apostle… it was God’s decision. It was God’s voice which 
called him, God’s hand which grasped him, God’s grace which opened his eyes to see his 
Son.” 
 

iv) What does it mean to be called? 1) It allows you to see a pattern in an otherwise confusing 
series of events. What seemed random now appears providential. My 1st full-time job was to 
establish a program in philosophy of religion at a Baptist college. I thought that would be my 
future, but after a few semesters I went to serve as a pastor of a church. I thought that would 
be my future, but after a few years I was called to join a seminary faculty as professor of 
philosophy of religion. Nothing could have better prepared me to serve in that position than 
the 2 jobs I previously held. In retrospect it made sense, but in the middle of it all, I was 
completely unaware of any long-term plan. 2) Being called also provides a sense of blessing 
and support in one’s work. Especially in difficult times when doubts, uncertainty, and 
possible failure begins to arise, it is of immense importance to have a sense that you are 
called to this task – that it is a matter of Christian conviction and dedication. That can give 
one an amazing sense of optimism even in the darkest of times. 
 

v) It is also important to note that Paul’s conversion experience involves his calling to 
“proclaim Christ among the Gentiles.” It is not a two-step process. Conversion is meant to 
send us on mission. I can remember a dear teacher and friend arguing that as Christians we 
are all called to mission and ministry. Findlay Edge said it like this, “Baptism is as much 
ordination as anybody needs.” Conversion and commission are synonymous. If you are a 
Christian, you are called to ministry. 
 

vi) While Paul’s conversion and commission signaled a dramatic change in his life, it cannot be 
denied that Paul maintained a continued reverence for his Jewish background. The law and 
the prophets continued to be important guides; the Jewish people continued in their special 
status of being God’s chosen; and Paul continued to regard himself as a Jewish Christian. 
Regardless of his ardent missionary outreach to Gentiles, Paul continued to see himself in 
line with the Old Testament prophets. He describes his calling using the same words of 
Jeremiah 1:5 and Isaiah 49:1, 5-6. 
 

vii) Paul’s allegiance to his Jewish tradition gives him the foundation to proclaim as Jeremiah 
and Isaiah did that he was called before his birth to “be a light to the Gentiles.” This is a 
radical redefinition of the family of God, removing the fence separating Jew and Gentile. 
This struggle caused a great deal of unrest for the Jerusalem leadership, but Paul’s vision of a 
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wider fellowship won the day. And thanks to Paul’s efforts to tear down that fence of 
separation, most of us owe our inclusion in the Christian community. 

 
3) Galatians 1:17-24 – The Beginnings of Paul’s Mission to the Gentiles 

 
a) Verse 16 ends and verse 17 begins with a repeat of Paul’s affirmation that his ministry did not 

begin with a human ordination or authorization. Verse 17 provides a transition from his 
autobiographical material to a discussion of his relationship with the Jerusalem congregation. 
That relationship will be discussed again in verse 18, verses 22-23, and in chapter 2:1 and 11-12. 
The Jerusalem church becomes the central focus of Paul’s unfolding the story of his mission. 
 

b) In verses 18 and 19 we are told that Paul visited Jerusalem “after 3 years.” Paul does not tell us 
what he had been doing for that 3-year span. Did this include his time in Arabia as mentioned in 
verse 17? Frederick Weidmann concludes, “Presumably, according to his call, he’s been 
proclaiming his gospel message of God’s Son among the Gentiles.” If that is the case, perhaps 
that is the reason for his trip to Jerusalem. Paul’s preaching to the Gentiles marked a significant 
change in the focus of the church’s outreach. The mention of Cephas in verse 18 is the same as 
Simon Peter, a leader among the disciples and a key figure in the early church. “James the Lord’s 
brother” was not one of the 12 disciples but was a leader of the Jerusalem congregation. It is 
fitting that in a visit to Jerusalem Peter and James would be the crucial ones to visit. Acts 12:17 
seems to suggest that while James remained at home directing activities for the Jerusalem 
church, Peter is moving out with some regularity on mission trips. 
 

c) The term “visit” used in verse 18 is significant. It is notably casual and non-technical. In no way 
does it suggest a formal consultation, the transfer of important certifications, or the teaching of 
any lesson. If someone had previously suggested that Paul had been summoned to Jerusalem for 
an important meeting where he had been reprimanded or cautioned, Paul seems to be implying 
that is simply not the case. He reiterated his interpretation of the meeting in verse 20 when he 
insisted, regardless of what others may say, “I do not lie!” Paul’s language here is the opposite of 
being casual. It comes in the form of an oath where he states, “before God, I do not lie.” 
Frederick Weidmann commented in his commentary, “If one needs further proof (beyond the 
curses levied in 1:8 and 1:9) that Paul is dead serious in terms of his agenda and statements 
herein, then this oath helps to make the case.” 
 

d) Following his friendly visit to Jerusalem mentioned in verses 18 and 19, Paul recounts his 
missionary efforts to Syria and Cilicia. These trips would have put him near his hometown of 
Tarsus as well as close to the people living in the southeast region of the Roman province of 
Galatia. Acts 12:24-14:25 records the 1st missionary journey of Paul and Barnabas, leaving from 
Antioch in Syria to points west that would’ve included several cities within Cilicia. Acts 15 also 
recounts a 2nd visit of Paul to those same regions. 
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e) The passage ends with verses 23 and 24 recounting the importance of Paul’s amazing biography, 
“The one who formally was persecuting us is now proclaiming the faith that he once tried to 
destroy.” Is it any wonder that “they glorified God because of me.” 

 
Questions for Reflection: 
 
1. Reflecting on your own conversion experience, how does it compare with the 
experience of Paul? If it was not as dramatic as Paul’s conversion, do you feel it is any 
less Christian? Do you question sometimes the reality of your own faith? What do you do 
when you have doubts about your faith? Have you ever felt the need to recommit yourself 
to your faith? Does that happen for you, as it often happens with me, in our church’s 
Sunday morning worship service? 
 
2. Paul’s conversion coincided with a sense of calling to gospel ministry. We are not 
always able to see our own work as a calling, can you? Is there something in your life 
you feel called to do? 
 
3. Paul’s calling was to break down racial barriers and preach the gospel to Gentiles. In 
our nation’s current racial crisis, how can we act to break down racial barriers with our 
lives? What can our church do to represent God’s righteousness in our racist society?  
 
4. How important is Paul’s conversion and missionary work for the history of the church? 
Can you imagine the quick spread of the Christian faith without Paul? 
 


