
Box 15.3 

Northern and South-
ern Galatian Theories

“Northern Galatian Theory”—
Sequence of Events

•	 Paul	 evangelizes	 cities	 in	

southern Galatia (Acts 13:14–

15; 14:1).

•	 Conference	takes	place	in	Jeru-

salem (Acts 15; Gal. 2:1–10).

•	 Paul	 evangelizes	 Galatian	

tribes in northern Galatia (Acts 

16:6; 18:5).

•	 Paul	writes	the	letter	of	Gala-

tians to churches in northern 

Galatia.

The northern Galatian theory 

recognizes that the people usually 

known as the “Galatians” lived in 

the northern part of the province 

visited by Paul after the Jerusalem 

conference.

“Southern Galatian Theory”—
Sequence of Events

•	 Paul	evangelizes	cities	in	south	

Galatia (Acts 13:14–15; 14:1).

•	 Paul	meets	with	church	lead-

ers in Jerusalem (Gal. 2:1–10).

•	 Paul	writes	the	letter	of	Ga-

latians to churches in south 

Galatia.

•	 Conference	takes	place	in	Je-

rusalem (Acts 15).

The southern Galatian theory 

resolves what would be inconsis-

tencies between Galatians 2:1–10 

and Acts 15 if these were viewed as 

describing the same event.

312 Galatians

misunderstood or at least misrepresented the gospel mes-
sage that he received from the apostles and other leaders 
of the church. His opponents probably remind people that 
he came in late, as one who had never known the earthly 
Jesus. Dependent upon others, he possessed only a deriva-
tive authority and should be listened to only when his ideas 
matched those of people who really knew what they were 
talking about—people such as Peter and John, who had been 
among Jesus’ original disciples, or Jesus’ brother James, who 
now led the church in Jerusalem.

Paul has a twofold response to this charge: (1) he did 
not derive his understanding of the gospel from the other 
apostles; (2) his understanding of the gospel does not differ 
substantially from theirs.

Let’s take the second point first. Paul states for the rec-
ord that he has shared his understanding of the gospel with 
James and Peter and John and that they have given it their 
endorsement (2:6). He says that he met with these church 
leaders in Jerusalem and specifically discussed the question 
of circumcision with them. He even brought Titus, an un-
circumcised Gentile Christian, to the meeting with him, and 
all of these church leaders agreed with Paul: neither Titus 
nor (by implication) any other Gentile should be compelled 
to be circumcised (2:3).

This, we might think, would be all that Paul needed to 
say. Indeed, we might assume that he would call upon people 
such as Peter and James to back him up. Perhaps he could get 
them to send reference letters to the Galatians on his behalf, 
letting them know that, contrary to what they have been told, 
Paul’s gospel does indeed meet with their approval (cf. 2 Cor. 
3:1). But this is not at all the route that he wants to take.

Rather, Paul’s main point in responding to the charge 
against him is the first one listed above. In effect, he claims 
that it doesn’t matter whether or not his gospel has the sup-
port of prominent church leaders, because the message that 
he proclaims is one that he received directly from Jesus him-
self, by way of divine revelation (1:11–12; cf. 1:1). Paul seems 
to be saying, “My opponents are dead wrong when they say 
that the gospel I preach contradicts that of the apostles, but 
even if they were right, it wouldn’t matter. The gospel that 
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