
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians 

Acts 13:13-41 is Paul’s sermon in Pisidian Antioch. The region around there was known as 
Galatia. It was to the churches in that region that Paul wrote his first letter, the letter to the 
Galatians.  

Galatians is unique in three ways. First, it is the most autobiographical of all of Paul’s writings. 
In Galatians Paul detailed many aspects of his early years of ministry that are not given in Acts. 
Since this was early in Paul’s ministry, it appears the individuals who were teaching a different 
doctrine of salvation claimed he was not really an apostle so had no authority to teach.  

Second, Galatians is the only letter where we cannot clearly identify to whom it was addressed. 
There was no city named Galatia and therefore no specific church located there. Paul wrote this 
letter to be circulated among a number of churches located in the area called Galatia, including 
Iconium, Lystra and Derbe, the ministry to which is detailed in Acts 14:1-20.  

Third, Galatians is unique among Paul’s letters because the whole tone of the letter is different 
from Paul’s other letters. When you read Galatians you clearly sense the passion and perhaps 
even the anger with which it was written. Galatians 3:1 says, “You foolish Galatians” J.B. 
Philipps translated this “My dear idiots.” That certainly gives us a picture of what Paul was 
feeling when he wrote to them. There is no reason to think he was bringing into question their 
intellectual ability but rather their spiritual discernment. The intensity of this letter was grounded 
in Paul’s belief that if the gospel was changed from salvation by grace alone to a salvation that 
demanded works it destroyed the truth of the message. 

Not only had they twisted the truth but they did it shortly after he was there. Read Galatians 
1:6-7 which gives Paul’s reason for this letter. The believers had added to the message Paul had 
preached to them. Read the last half of verse 7 and verse 8. Paul was not simply saying those 
who change the gospel message were mistaken but they were so seriously wrong that God should 
curse them. The additions to the gospel changed the very essence of the message, and that upset 
Paul.  

The early church struggled with an issue that Christians through the centuries have struggled 
with, the difference between the biblical requirement for salvation and the biblical expectation 
for Christian living. There is a difference between belief and behavior.  In the very early church 
the issue involved the relationship between Judaism and the Christian church. The majority of 
early believers came out of Judaism so they were committed to the laws of Judaism, including 
circumcision, various dietary regulations, and Sabbath laws. Those converts assumed that 
although they had accepted Jesus as the Messiah they were still Jews and expected to keep 
Jewish laws. The only difference was that they had found the promised Jewish Messiah.  

Then Gentiles began to recognize Jesus as not only the Messiah of Judaism but as the Savior of 
all people. They were not Jews becoming complete with a Messiah, they were simply part of the 



“whoever believes will be saved” promise and provision of God. Some of the Jews, identified 
as Judaizers, were not willing to let Gentile Christians be simply Christian but argued instead 
that, when someone accepted the Jewish Messiah as their Messiah, they were in reality coming 
into Judaism. They assumed that becoming a Christian also meant becoming Jew, so if the new 
converts didn’t follow Judaism they were not really Christians. The problem was they added to 
the acceptance of Jesus by faith the requirement of works. They made lifestyle a requirement for 
salvation.  

We too often make the same mistake in the church today. The issue is no longer accepting the 
rules of Judaism in order but accepting rules set up by the church for behavior and assuming they 
must come with belief to become a Christian. Too often we observe the behavior of someone 
claiming to be a Christian and ask, “How can that man claim to be a real Christian and live that 
way?” This does mean that one can be a Christian and live as he or she wants to. God has 
expectations for Christian living, but one does not have to meet those expectations before 
becoming a Christian. It is easy to drift into a “Christian Judaizers” and demand a certain 
lifestyle to become a Christian. The message of the Bible is not that we have to clean up our lives 
if we want Jesus to be our Savior but that we have to invite Him to be our Savior so He can 
enable us to get our lives really together, 

Paul’s passionate plea to the Christians in the region of Galatia was that they remember the truth 
that a man is saved by grace and grace alone. Becoming a Christian is all about accepting the 
provision of Jesus on the Cross. Seven times in this letter Paul used the word “grace.” Grace is 
God’s favor on an undeserving sinner. If we could do something, anything, to earn our salvation 
then it would not be grace. Read Galatians 2:21. If works could save there was no need for Jesus 
to die so He needlessly underwent the disgrace and suffering.  

In verse 6 Paul said that by adding to the gospel was not clarifying it but changing it so radically 
that Paul had to call it “a different gospel.” The cults today say just about the same thing the 
Judaizers said in Paul’s day. They say “We believe in Jesus but we have a qualification to add to 
that.” Cults say we have to believe something in addition to Jesus. If you add to the gospel, 
according to verse 7, you “pervert” it. The word “pervert” means “to turn in such a way as to 
change it into something totally different.”   

Paul wrote Galatians to clarify the truth. Outline of Galatians: Chapters 1 and 2 are 
biographical. Chapters 3 and 4 are belief and chapters 5-6 are behavior. Biographical, Belief 
and Behavior.  

In the biographical section, in addition to seeking to verify his right to be an apostle, Paul spoke 
of his own experience in attempting to gain righteousness by keeping the law. He realized 
righteousness could never happen via works because no amount of “doing” can ever balance out 
one’s sins. Read Galatians 2:16  



Three times in verse 16 Paul declared that salvation is only through faith in Jesus. He began with 
a general statement that “a person is not justified by the works of the law, but by faith in 
Jesus Christ.” Then he made it personal with “we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that 
we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the law.” Finally, a blanket 
statement with “because by the works of the law no one will be justified.” 

The key phrase is “Faith in Jesus Christ.” Faith in Jesus is not an intellectual ascent to the facts 
of who Jesus was and what He did. True faith in Jesus involves a personal commitment to or 
trust in who Jesus is and what He did as a provision for our personal sins. 

Read Galatians 2:20. That verse wraps up Paul’s biographical section and made two incredible 
statements. First, Paul said that in some mystical way when Jesus was on the Cross he was there 
with Him. When Jesus died He died for all who would believe in Him. Unless the death of Jesus 
was somehow inadequate, and Scripture makes it abundantly clear that it was in no way 
inadequate, then that is all we need. Since we have an adequate cure for the sin problem in Jesus 
we have no need to add works to it. 

Paul’s second point is that while we know we are saved by grace we too often miss the truth that 
we also live by faith. Paul said that the life he lived each day was lived by faith. If you belong to 
Jesus because of your faith in Him, you also have Him within you. That means power and 
strength as well as peace and joy etc. Faith allows us to live victoriously. 

It also means that since the Christian life is lived by faith and not works, there is nothing we can 
ever do by way of works that will cause God to love us more. His love comes via grace, not 
merit. God does not give more love for more works. 

Equally important is the truth that nothing you will ever do will cause Him to love you less. His 
love is a grace gift to each of us just as His salvation is a grace gift.  

Galatians is a challenge to each of us to remember that salvation is totally by faith and so is the 
Christian life. It is to be lived by faith.  The just are justified by faith and they live by faith. 


