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Galatians 1:1-10 
June 7, 2020 

 
1) Galatians 1:1-5 – A Different Opening 

 
a) 1:1 – Paul an Apostle 

 
i) The epistle begins with Paul’s name and title. There are many New 

Testament books where the authorship has been questioned, including 
some books attributed to Paul himself. However, Paul’s authorship of 
Galatians is as certain as any New Testament text. It was perhaps 
produced before any other New Testament document, it was recognized 
as part of the Christian canon by the earliest listing we have of the New 
Testament books, and the book itself has autobiographical material to 
further authenticate Paul’s authorship. Along with Romans and his 
Corinthian letters, Galatians stands as the clear product of Paul. Though 
his usual pattern was to dictate his letters we even see in Galatians 6:11 
where Paul picks up the pen himself to personalize the letter. It literally 
bears his personal touch. 

ii) The term “apostle” means a messenger sent by another and a messenger 
acting with authority as an ambassador for a higher authority. In fact, 
verse 1 in the Greek does not have the word “sent,” which appears in 
most translations. The term is simply implied when the word apostle is 
used. 

iii) Paul follows the classic pattern of a 1st century letter, which begins by 
identifying the sender and then the recipient. But from the very beginning 
you can tell there are some significant differences in Paul’s style. After 
identifying himself by name and title, Paul immediately defends his 
apostolic authority insisting that he was not commissioned by any group 
of mere humans and he was not sent by any human authority. Paul was 
authorized and sent by none other than Jesus and God. It’s a defensive 
beginning to a letter where we will quickly see that some people have 
attacked his apostolic credentials. So, Paul immediately confronts the 
issue by insisting on the authenticity of his calling and message. 
Obviously, opponents of Paul have arisen in the Galatian community and 
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questioned the authority of Paul and the authenticity of his preaching. In 
his other letters, as in Philippians 1:1 and Romans 1:1, Paul identifies 
himself as “a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle.” But here, 
Paul jumps immediately to affirm the divine foundation of his calling and 
mission. His commission comes from Jesus and from his father God, 
with the same power seen in the resurrection. That is a powerful 
endorsement! 
 

b) Verse 2 – In case divine backing is not enough, Paul adds that he is also 
writing on behalf of other faithful followers of God who are with him. We 
have little evidence to locate the place from which Paul was writing. The 
exact geographic location of Galatia to which he was writing is also widely 
debated. It could refer to an area in west central Asia Minor near the modern 
city of Ankara, which was occupied by a migrating Celtic tribe by the year 
285 BC. The Latin term for the Celts was “Galli”, hence the term Galatians. 
That region of Galatia was conquered by Rome and then dramatically 
enlarged as a Roman province in 25 BC, encompassing land far to the south 
going all the way to the Mediterranean. We know from the Book of Acts that 
Paul established churches in both the central and the southern regions. So, 
Galatians could refer to either area. 
 

c) Verses 3-5 – Paul’s Theological Stance 
i) Verse 3 begins with the word “grace,” which summarizes much of Paul’s 

message to the Galatians, saying it is by God’s grace and not by human 
works that one is welcomed into the family of God. Notice in verses 1 
and 3 that the 2 mentions of Jesus are both accompanied by a mention of 
God his father as if to emphasize their indisputable unity. 

ii) Verse 4 provides the theological foundation for Paul’s argumentation in 
the rest of the book. The statement of verse 4, that Jesus Christ “gave 
himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to 
the will of our God and father,” establishes for Paul his fundamental 
Christian message: salvation occurs only through the gracious act of the 
crucified Lord. It is the one and sufficient foundation of salvation and 
needs no supplemental human act. Therefore, to claim that circumcision, 
keeping the Jewish calendar, adhering to kosher law, or performing any 
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other human act is necessary to attain salvation is to deny the meaning of 
Christ’s death and to ignore the meaning of his resurrection. 

iii) In verse 4 Paul describes the crucifixion by saying Christ “gave himself 
for our sins.” There are many New Testament metaphors used to describe 
the cross, but here Paul uses the language of expiation to describe how 
the death of Christ frees us from the bondage of sin. Christ has taken our 
place and assumed responsibility for our irresponsible failures. Paul 
Ricoeur (1913-2005) argues that the root of all religions is an attempt to 
deal with the issues of sin, stain, defilement, and guilt. In the cross, Paul 
proclaims, that effects of sin are no longer ours and we need no longer 
carry that heavy baggage of guilt. Jacques Ellul stated it in this fashion, 
“Thus the past lives, not in the hell of my unconscious, but in the holiness 
of God.” 

iv) In verse 4 Paul uses the language of Jewish eschatology to describe the 
full effect of being freed from the dreadful influence of sin. Paul said 
Christ died “to deliver us from the present evil age.” In the age to come, 
when God’s kingdom will be fully realized, we will live in freedom and 
hope. But in this present age another power is actively working against 
the spirit of God’s love. We live in an atmosphere of enslavement, 
surrounded by temptation, always coping with the ever-present powers of 
evil. In such a situation we need another authority to rescue us and 
deliver us. Paul is saying that the death of Christ carries out such a rescue 
operation freeing us from the evil power of our present age. 

v) Also, in verse 4 Paul teaches that all of this is “according to the will of 
our God and Father.” Christ’s death on the cross was no accident. It was 
a part of God’s divine plan. To suggest, as Paul’s Galatian opponents had 
done, that Christ death had to be augmented by some Jewish ritual was to 
doubt the will of God. 

vi) So, to summarize Paul’s stance as seen in the 1st few verses of Galatians: 
the death of Christ is adequate to provide salvation from our sin. Nothing 
else needs to be done. That is the basic position of Paul throughout the 
rest of this book. 
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2) Galatians 1:6-10 – There Is No Other Gospel 
 
a) Verse 6 – Every 1 of Paul’s letters – except Galatians – has a thanksgiving 

section. This lack of thanksgiving is an early indication of Paul’s anger and 
his insistence on confronting the issue from the very beginning. Paul’s 
hometown was the city of Tarsus, which was also home to the famous 
teacher of rhetoric, Cicero. According to Cicero the best way to begin an 
argument is to discredit your opponent. (We see that in the strategies of 
political campaigning in our own day.) Cicero suggests that you should say 
that your opponent’s ideas are so confusing and contradictory that you are 
astonished and perplexed. That is exactly how Paul begins this argument, “I 
am astonished.” It is interesting that Paul begins by addressing his criticism 
not to his opponents who came before the Galatian church preaching a 
different gospel message. No, his anger is aimed at the Galatians themselves 
for “deserting the one who called you.” They have accepted the argument 
that circumcision is necessary for salvation, that the gospel of Christ alone is 
insufficient. In our modern usage the term “desertion” is usually related to a 
military context, as when one goes AWOL. The term as used in verse 6 by 
Paul is related more precisely to one’s allegiance to a school of thought, 
philosophical belief, or religious profession. Paul is accusing the Galatians 
of abandoning their conversion to the gospel in favor of something else. 
They have thrown away the one true gospel and have chosen to accept “a 
different gospel.” 
 

b) How do you settle a dispute within the Christian community? Paul does not 
appeal to his own authority or to the accepted authority of church and 
Scripture. He argues instead for the authority of the gospel. In verses 6-9 
Paul uses the term “gospel” on 5 occasions. The popular meaning of the 
Greek term is “good news.” Consistently in his writings Paul uses the term 
to describe his mission and message. The meaning of gospel is developed in 
3 ways by Paul. 
i) 1st, it is understood as the “gospel of Christ.” That means that Christ is 

both the source of the gospel and the content of the gospel. It comes from 
Christ and it is about Christ, and beyond the gospel of Christ there is no 
appeal. That gospel exercises absolute authority. But we have seen the 
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gospel distorted not only in the Galatian church but too many times since 
then in Christian history. How do we know which gospel is true? Paul 
proclaims the answer for the Galatian church, and that remains true for us 
today. The true gospel will always be Christ’s gospel of grace. In his 
commentary Charles Cousar wrote: “Christ’s gospel will inevitably 
convey God’s grace… If there is a test to be applied… it is this: does it 
declare Jesus Christ as the unqualified liberator – from religious legalism 
or secular cynicism, from paralyzing apathy or frantic anxiety, from 
being oppressed or being the oppressor, from cowardly fear or brash self-
reliance?” The preaching of the Christian gospel frees us from our sins 
and from the law. The gospel of grace will free us, it will not oppress us. 

ii) 2nd, the gospel is more than a listing of laws, doctrines or propositions. 
The gospel of grace is a personal spiritual experience that draws us into 
fellowship with God. That means for Paul, to depart from the gospel is 
not just to disagree with some doctrine; it is to abandon God who is the 
one who called you. The personal relationship provided by the gospel of 
grace transforms the life of the believer, enabling believers to be more 
than they could ever be on their own. 

iii) 3rd, those who preach and teach the gospel are also subject to the 
authority of the gospel. As stated in verse 8, Paul does not teach the 
Galatians to be subordinate to him. On the contrary, Paul is responsible to 
the same authority as is the larger community, and that authority is the 
gospel of Christ. The authority of the gospel can ultimately overcome any 
effort to control it.   
 

c) In verse 8 Paul says that even if I or some angelic messenger should 
proclaim a different gospel – don’t you believe it! There is no different 
gospel than that of Christ crucified. Once again, Paul is drawing upon the 
images of Jewish apocalyptic thought where angels played a significant part 
at the end of time. Some commentators have suggested that Paul’s 
opponents were claiming for themselves a special relationship with heavenly 
angels who gave them their message. Another possible interpretation for the 
mentioning of angels could be from the teaching in the Hebrew text of 
Deuteronomy 33:2 that angels appeared when the law was given to Moses 
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on Sinai, and that was used to buttress the legalistic enforcement of laws 
demanding circumcision. 
 

d) Verses 8 and 9 pronounce a double curse upon those who preach a different 
gospel. Such persons are to be anathema, meaning they should not be 
allowed to stain the holiness of the faithful community. 
 

e) Verse 10 raises a question for Paul, “Am I now seeking human approval, or 
God’s approval?” Paul’s answer to that question says a great deal about his 
understanding of Christian authority. It is not a matter of pleasing other 
people or, as we have seen in the previous verses, it is not a matter of 
pleasing any authority other than the gospel of Christ. 1st and foremost Paul 
proclaims, “I am a servant of Christ.” For Paul, that says enough. It is not 
necessary to add any other modifier or requirement. 
 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 
1. Have you found times in your life, like I have, when you have difficulty 
accepting God’s gracious forgiveness and acceptance? Have you found it difficult 
to believe that you are truly God’s beloved? Does Paul’s discussion of grace 
provide some help? 
 
2. Can you think of times in your own experience or in the history of the church 
when people insisted on legalistic interpretations or doctrinal demands that did not 
seem in keeping with the grace of Christ? How did you deal with that? 
 
3. How do you evaluate the truth and effectiveness of Paul’s argument in these 10 
verses? Is he too rigid? Is he not rigid enough? How would you feel if Paul were 
your pastor? 
 
  


