
Box 15.4 

Did Paul Have Bad 
Eyesight?

•	 He	says	that	he	suffered	from	a	

“physical infirmity” (Gal. 4:13) and 

from a “thorn in the flesh” (2 Cor. 

12:7).

•	 He	says	that	the	Galatians	would	

have given him their own eyes 

to help him had it been possible 

(Gal. 4:15).

•	 His	handwriting	is	recognizable	

because of the exceptionally large 

letters that he makes (Gal. 6:11).

•	 He	is	said	to	have	been	temporar-

ily blinded (Acts 9:8), and when 

his sight is restored, “something 

like scales” fall from his eyes (Acts 

9:18).

•	 He	fails	to	recognize	the	high	

priest when appearing before 

the Jewish council in Jerusalem 

(Acts 23:4–5).

Such considerations have led to 

speculation: Did he have cataracts or 

some other eye problem? Was he par-

tially blind?

313Major Themes in Galatians

I preach does not need their endorsement—it comes from 
God.”

To drive this point home, Paul voluntarily shares a story 
that his opponents would likely have used against him (or, 
perhaps, he offers his version of an incident that they actu-
ally were using against him). There was one time when he 
found himself publicly at odds with Peter and, by implica-
tion, with James, on whose counsel Peter appears to have 
been operating. It happened at Antioch, Paul’s home base 
of operations, and though it is not clear that Paul won the 
argument in that setting, he recounts the event with ab-
solute confidence that he was right and the early church’s 
most highly respected leaders were wrong (2:11–14). Paul’s 
mandate for authority, then, comes from the truth of the 
gospel itself and requires no endorsement from particular 
church officials. See box 15.6 on page 315.

Christ and the Law: The Real Issue 

Having defended his own credibility and asserted his 
authority as one commissioned by God to speak on these 
matters, Paul takes up the issue at hand. He maintains 
that the Galatians will be deserting God and “turning 
to a different gospel” (1:6) if they accept circumcision 
and commit to keeping the Jewish law. His arguments in 
support of this position are sometimes difficult to follow, 
drawing heavily on interpretations of scripture that may 
not be immediately obvious to modern readers. By way 
of summary, however, we may say that he wants to make 
four critical points, which probably are being offered in 
response to things that his opponents have said.

Point one: Justification is by faith not Works 

Paul insists that people are justified or made right with God through faith 
in Jesus Christ or through the faith(fulness) of Jesus Christ (the Greek phrase 
that Paul uses can be translated either way) and not by doing works of the 
law (2:16–17). His opponents may have been telling the Galatians that living 
in accord with the Jewish law would put them in a right relationship with 
God, or at least that it would keep them in a right relationship with God or in 
some way improve their status with God by bringing them to a higher plane. 
Paul claims that such a teaching nullifies “the grace of God” and, to be blunt, 
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