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Circumcision
Circumcision is a surgical procedure that removes the foreskin of a male penis. It has been
and still is practiced by many cultures for a
variety of reasons: it is sometimes cosmetic or
linked to health concerns, but in many traditions the rite has taken on symbolic meaning
connected with puberty, fertility, or spiritual
devotion.
In ancient Israel, male children typically
were circumcised on the eighth day of their
life (Gen. 17:12; Lev. 12:3). Both Jesus (Luke 1:59;
2:21) and Paul (Phil. 3:5) are said to have been
circumcised in keeping with this sacred tradition, which still is practiced by most Jewish
groups today.
In Israelite and Jewish religion, circumcision
was regarded as “the sign of the covenant”:
males were circumcised to indicate that they
belonged to the chosen people of God, that
they were heirs of the promises to Abraham,
and that they intended to keep the Torah, given
by God to Moses. Prophets sometimes spoke
of circumcision in symbolic terms, accusing
those who were stubborn or unreceptive of
having “an uncircumcised ear” (Jer. 6:10) or an
“uncircumcised heart” (Lev. 26:41).
The apostle Paul favors the symbolic meaning of circumcision (Rom. 2:29) but regards
the physical act as irrelevant, since all people
are now made right with God through Christ
(1 Cor. 7:19; Gal. 5:6; 6:15). Paul’s strong opposition to circumcision voiced in certain passages
(e.g., Gal. 5:2) has nothing to do with the value
of the act itself: he is not opposed to Jews (or
Gentiles) observing religious traditions that
they find meaningful, but he is incensed by the
notion that any such tradition is necessary to
affect one’s status with God, which, for Paul, is
maintained solely by grace through faith.
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Galatians

The epistle to the Galatians is known as Paul’s
“angry letter.” He is not interested in engaging his
opponents in a polite debate over the issue of circumcision. It is too late for that—things have already
gotten personal. His opponents have attacked his
credibility and impugned his integrity. Paul is angry
with these opponents, and he is angry with the Galatians for listening to them.
This is Paul’s only letter that does not open with
words of thanksgiving for the recipients (cf., e.g.,
Rom. 1:8–10; 1 Cor. 1:4–9; 2 Cor. 1:3–11; Phil. 1:3–
11; 1 Thess. 1:2–5; Philem. 4–7). Is this because he
can find nothing to be thankful for? Or is he just
too worked up to realize that he has left out what
normal decorum would commend?

Overview
After a customary salutation (1:1–4), Paul immediately declares his astonishment that the Galatians
are deserting God and embracing a false message
that perverts the gospel of Christ (1:6–9). He then
turns defensive, responding to charges that he is a
people-pleaser (1:10). He recounts segments of his
autobiography to counter allegations that he picked
up the gospel message secondhand, or that he does
not proclaim the gospel in a manner approved by
other apostles (1:11–2:10). Continuing in the autobiographical mode, he relates an incident at Antioch
that set him at odds with Peter (called “Cephas,” his
Aramaic name) and other respected church leaders
(2:11–14). Reporting that incident serves as a segue
to discussion of matters at hand, for it brings into
sharp focus a question that the Galatians themselves
need to consider: whether one is made right with
God by doing works of the law or by trusting in
Jesus Christ (2:15–21).
Seizing the offensive, Paul tells the Galatians that
they are fools for allowing anyone to convince them
the crucified Christ is insufficient for them. With a

