Galatians
In September, we are going to start a new series on Sunday mornings looking at Paul’s letter to the Galatians. It’s a short, punchy letter, in which Paul expresses some pretty raw emotions as he sets out to defend his understanding of the gospel and to protect the faith of these newly-established gentile churches from those who were arguing that faith in Christ needed to be supplemented by obedience to the Jewish law. It’s a really important letter! In his commentary, Richard Longenecker says that ‘Paul’s Galatians is, in fact, like a lion turned loose in the arena of Christians. It challenges, intimidates, encourages, and focuses our attention on what is really essential as little else can’ (lvii).
We can’t be sure when Galatians was written. Paul refers to two visits he made to Jerusalem (Galatians 1:18; 2;1): if these are the visits Luke mentions in Acts 9:26; 11:27-30; 12:25, that would mean that Paul’s confrontation with Peter (Galatians 2:11-14) is recorded in Acts 15:1-2. In that case, Paul could have written Galatians on his way up to Jerusalem to the Council Meeting in AD 49, and the letter was sent to the churches he founded on his first missionary journey (Acts 13-14). The contested question of circumcision was resolved by the Council meeting (Acts 15:6), which sent a second letter was sent to Paul’s churches, setting out the basic requirements to be observed by Gentiles who became Christians (Acts 15: 22-29). 
I am not persuaded by this view, because it looks to me as though Galatians and the Jerusalem Council letter went to different places (Acts 15:23; Galatians 1:2, 21), and so the second letter probably wasn’t written to resolve the issues raised by the first. I am more inclined to agree with those who argue that Galatians 2:1-10 and Acts 15:1-6 are different accounts of the same Council meeting, and that Galatians should be dated to a later phase of Paul’s ministry, and was addressed to a different part of Asia Minor (Turkey). If you want to explore this question for yourself, look at Galatians 2:1-10, and consider whether we find Luke’s account of this meeting in Acts 11:19-30 or in Acts 15:1-5. The detailed arguments for and against both views are multiple and intricate, and they actually have very little impact on our understanding of the letter, so don’t get bogged down over this issue.
If you want to familiarise yourself with the letter before we start to study it in the autumn, can I suggest you read the letter through at a single sitting. Imagine yourself hearing the letter for the first time as a member of one of the churches in Galatia. How does the letter make you feel? How do you think you should respond to this letter?
Maybe read the letter again (perhaps more than once), and ask yourself what you learn from the letter about:
· Paul himself
· Jesus – what he has done for us and what difference this makes
· The gospel
· ‘In Christ’ – what this means
· Faith
· Law
· The Holy Spirit
· Freedom
As you have read and pondered this letter, is there any particular verse which has been significant for you? Why not print it off – or better still, commit it to memory? Is there anyone you can share that verse with and explain what it means to you?
‘Praise to the Holy Spirit who alone enables us to call God our Father and Jesus our Lord. May we live and walk by the same Spirit, that we may grow in the likeness of Jesus Christ and pray with the freedom of the children of God.
Praise to the Holy Spirit for his fruit of love and joy and peace. May he put to death in us the works of the flesh, that his fruit may grow and prosper and our loves be lived to the glory of God.
Praise to the Holy Spirit who is the promise of the Father and the gift of the Son, in whose name we pray, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. (Christopher Idle)
