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number of arguments, many of them drawn from scripture, he
reiterates his point that trusting in Christ is incompatible with
relying on works of the law as a means to receiving God’s Spirit
or being declared righteous by God (3:1–18). He considers the
true purpose of the law (3:19–4:11) and then turns conciliatory,
appealing to the Galatians as his children in the faith and calling
them to turn back from a course that will lead them into bondage (4:12–5:1). He warns them against accepting circumcision
as a qualification for belonging to God and vents his anger
against those who urge them to do so (5:2–12).
Finally, Paul launches into a soaring treatise on the meaning
of freedom, emphasizing its paradoxical fulfillment in loving
service rather than in self-indulgence. He identifies the outcome
and evidence of true freedom with the fruit that the Holy Spirit
bears in people whose lives have been transformed by God’s
grace (5:13–25). He then concludes the letter with a quick series
of exhortations (5:26–6:10) and a summary paragraph written
in his own hand, exalting the cross of Jesus (6:11–18).

Historical Background
The letter to the Galatians is written by Paul to a number of
congregations in a Roman province located in modern-day
Turkey (1:2). Although the Romans called the entire province
“Galatia,” the only people in the area who called themselves
“Galatians” were descendants of Celtic tribes that had settled
in the northern part of the province. According to the book of
Acts, Paul visited some cities in the southern part of Galatia
on his first missionary journey (see Acts 13:14–15; 14:1 [all of
the cities mentioned are in the south]). He does not appear to
have ventured north to where the people known as “the Galatians” lived. He might have done this, however, on his second
journey a few years later (see Acts 16:6; 18:23 [the northern
part of the province could be included here, though it is not
specifically mentioned]).
In between these two missionary journeys an important
council was held in Jerusalem to deal with some of the same
issues that are addressed by Paul in this letter (see Acts 15).
Biblical scholars want to know whether Paul wrote the letter
before or after that council. Since he addresses the people to

The Polemic
of Galatians
More than any other letter, Galatians shows Paul on the attack.
As one who apparently has been
maligned by his opponents, he
shows that he can give as good
as he gets. Here are some of the
charges that he makes against
his opponents:
• They upset and confuse
the Galatians (1:7; 5:10).
• They pervert the gospel of
Christ (1:7).
• They have bewitched the
Galatians (3:1).
• They are manipulative, trying to secure the Galatians’
loyalty by first courting
them and then making
them feel excluded (4:17).
• They prevent the Galatians
from obeying the truth
(5:7).
• Their real motivation is to
avoid persecution from
Jews (6:12).
• They are hypocrites who
don’t obey the law themselves (6:13).
• They want to boast of their
success at getting the Galatians circumcised (6:13).
Twice in this letter Paul levels
a curse against his opponents
(1:8–9) and once he says that he
wishes that they would castrate
themselves (5:12).
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