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We Are Free: A Study of Galatians

INTRODUCTION
The book of Galatians is unlike any of the other letters from
the Apostle Paul. First, the letter doesn’t open with Paul’s
usual warm greeting to the church (go ahead and read Eph.
1:1–23; Phil. 1:1–11; 1 Thess. 1:1–10 to compare). One characteristic common to Paul’s letters is his expression of gratitude for the recipients. Things are much different in the
letter to the Galatians. We don’t encounter a grateful apostle in the opening; instead, we encounter an apostle who is
vexed. The key to properly interpreting this letter is found
in the answer to the question: what made Paul so agitated?
We don’t have to get very far in the letter to find the answer.
Paul writes, “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you in the grace of Christ and are turning
to a different gospel—not that there is another one, but there
are some who trouble you and want to distort the gospel of
Christ” (1:6–7). The churches in Galatia were playing with
fire by tinkering with the gospel.
In every age, the church is being threatened by the distortion of the gospel. Regarding this, Pastor Ray Ortlund writes,
“Every generation must pick up their Bibles and rediscover
the gospel afresh for themselves and re-articulate the ancient message in their own words for their own times.”1 We
live in a time when the gospel of God’s grace in Christ must
be rediscovered, for there are many imposters and charlatans who are peddling the gospel (2 Cor. 2:17) and tampering with God’s word (2 Cor. 4:2). We must treasure, herald,
and obey the gospel.

INTRODUCTION
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In studying Paul’s letter to the Galatians, our hope and
prayer is that we would remember the gospel afresh. As we
uncover the beauty and wonder of the gospel, the challenge
will be for us, as the church, to continue in it. We must not
only immerse ourselves in the truth of the gospel, but we
must also pursue the vast implications inherent to the gospel. And in this way, we will be transformed by the gospel
and conformed to the image of Christ, who is the very core
of the gospel itself. Martin Luther said, “The gospel is to aggrandize Christ and the mercy of God.”2 So let’s study this
book together, and continue to experience the good news
of what God has done in Jesus, and how we (largely Gentile-Christians) have been included into the story of God’s
redemption of the world.

Pastor Phil Ward

1
2

Ray Ortlund, The Gospel: How the church portrays the beauty of Christ, p. 15.
Martin Luther, Commentary on Galatians, p. 63.
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BACKGROUND OF GALATIANS

BACKGROUND
Author, Date,
and Background

Paul probably wrote to the Galatians sometime after the events
of Acts 11, and before the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15, making
Galatians one of (if not) the earliest letters of Paul, dating somewhere around 48 AD, probably from Antioch or Jerusalem. While
all of his other letters were written to specific congregations in
specific locations (i.e., Rome, Corinth, Philippi, etc.), this letter
was written to a region of churches in the area of Galatia (modern-day Turkey). This would be similar to a modern-day letter
being addressed to the “churches of the Bay Area” (and not specifically in Brentwood, Oakland, or Menlo Park). This means that
the letter was to be circulated around that region, and not just
be applied to one congregation. Paul visited the Galatian region
during his first missionary journey (Acts 13:4–14:28), so he would
have been familiar with the area, and the churches would have
known him personally.
We (as modern readers) face a specific challenge in reading biblical letters (epistles), in that we are basically hearing “one end of a
telephone conversation,” as we’re not aware of the other communication that Paul had with these churches. Therefore, we have to
speculate about some of the issues that might have provoked such
a letter to be written. Because biblical letters were situational, we
must try to recreate Paul’s situation, and ask why he’d write such
a condemning epistle.
We can see that Paul wrote against opponents who were trying to
add certain works of the law to the true gospel, which Paul condemned as false theology. Historically, these bad teachers have
been identified as agitators (or Judaizers). They were most likely

BACKGROUND OF GALATIANS
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Jewish-Christians who began teach-

Of his many letters to congrega-

ing that, in order to become one

tions, Galatians is one of the few that

of God’s people (and to follow the

Paul sent in which he did not have

Jewish Messiah), Gentile converts

a co-sender (the other being Ephe-

would first have had to observe the

sians). This personalizes Galatians

primary Jewish boundary markers

that much more, as Paul was defend-

of circumcision and the Sabbath/

ing his apostolic calling (1:11–2:14),

festivals—in other words, Gentiles

and his pastoral desire to see the

would have had to become Jewish

Galatian Christians return to the true

in order to follow the Messiah. Paul

gospel of Jesus—that we are made

quickly condemned this false theolo-

right with God by means of our faith

gy as a different gospel (1:6). He ex-

in Jesus, and not by adhering to any

horted the Galatians that practicing

act, duty, or work. While Paul pre-

works of the law wouldn’t help any-

sented some deep theological teach-

one (2:16), informed them that it was

ings in this letter, he also wrote with

through faith in Jesus that one be-

a pastoral-concern for these people,

came part of God’s family (2:16), and

as he was devastated at the thought

this faith—which would include all

of these believers being deceived by

believers into the covenantal prom-

a false gospel.

ises of God—could be exercised by
anyone, regardless of race, gender,
or socio-economic status (3:28–29).
One can see how Paul was so upset,
as he was preaching a gospel of faith
alone, but then these false teachers
came in and undermined his evangelistic practices by wanting to add
works to this process.
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BACKGROUND OF GALATIANS

The genre of letter (epistle)
Just as with music, movies, and any kind of art, the Bible was
written in different literary forms. This means that every book
in the Bible has some sort of “genre.” One of the keys to understanding any book of the Bible is to identify its particular genre,
and then learn the best way to read that genre. The biblical genre
of letter (epistle) is probably the most similar genre to what we
read in our modern times. Here are some key distinctions of the
biblical genre of letter:
•		 Letters were legitimate substitutions for a personal visit,
and so receiving a letter would be a big deal to that community.
•		 Letters were to be read out loud, as most people were illiterate, and would need to hear what was written.
•		 Paul did not invent letters, as they existed all over the
Greek and Roman world. Ancient letters typically followed
a specific form, which includes: opening, body, closing. If
an author wanted to make a point, he would often change
the form of the letter (i.e., remove/expand the thanksgiving portion of the opening if he was angry/excited to speak
to the audience).
•		 Reading a letter is only hearing one end of the telephone
conversation, as we’re not always aware of previous communication that occurred between the writer and recipient.
Because of this, we need to be careful in how we draw
conclusions to things that aren’t explicitly stated.

HOW TO USE
HOW TO USE THIS STUDY GUIDE
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THIS STUDY GUIDE
Goals of This Study Guide

The goals of this Study Guide are to help our congregation understand what
Galatians meant to the early Christians, to see how the gospel is applied to all
Christians (regardless if they are Jew or Gentile), and finally, to discover how
those truths apply to our lives today.

Format of This Study Guide
Each week the study will help us discover:
•		 What the passage says (OBSERVING)
•		 What it means (DEFINING/UNDERSTANDING)
•		 How to apply those truths to our lives (RESPONDING)

OBSERVING
The best way to become familiar

taries when you study, or build your
own library from our recommended

with a passage is to OBSERVE the

resource list.

details that you see. Read, read,

UNDERSTANDING THE
GALATIANS’ CONTEXT

read, and then read again. Read the
passage slowly and become familiar
with what’s being communicated.
Remember, at this point, you are just
identifying what is recorded in the
passage; don’t try to develop an interpretation or application (yet).

In the UNDERSTANDING section,
you will read about what that passage meant to the original audience.
This section helps shed light on
some of the background details of
the story, and will sometimes give

DEFINING

an overview/summary of the text.

Our Study Guide writers have DE-

RESPONDING

FINED keywords (to provide background) for your reference. This
is similar to the notes you’ll see in
a commentary or in a study Bible.
Feel free to use your own commen-

The RESPONDING section is very
applicational (our response to the
text), where we apply what we’ve
learned to our lives.
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HOW TO USE THIS STUDY GUIDE

How To Use This Guide
In Your Small Groups
GROUP MEMBERS:
•		 Before the Sunday message, read through (and complete) that week’s
content in the Study Guide.
•		 Bring your Study Guide on Sunday and take notes that might help you
better understand the passage.
•		 Use the passage, the Sermon Notes (provided online or at the church
on Sundays), or this Study Guide as a daily devotional.
•		 Some weeks the Study Guide will help emphasize that sermon’s specific points, and some weeks it might focus on areas of a passage that the
sermon can’t address.
•		 Continue to ask God to bless our congregation as we study Galatians,
and pray for the members of your small group, our church community,
and our local community.

GROUP LEADERS:
•		 Consider integrating the Sermon Notes questions with the Study Guide
(Sermon Notes are available at church on Sundays, or online at www.
goldenhills.org).
•		 You may choose to open your group time with a brief discussion about
the thrust of the previous week’s sermon and ask your group what kind
of connections they were able to make (to the passage, the sermon,
etc.).
•		 Don’t feel pressured to discuss every page of the Study Guide.
•		 The “Review Questions” at the end of the UNDERSTANDING section
are meant to make sure the participant understood the information in
that section. The “Application Questions” at the end of the RESPONDING section should be the main point of application and conversation
within the group.

HOW TO USE THIS STUDY GUIDE
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•		 Make the goal of each study to identify:
				

1. The main point of the passage.

				

2. How we understand Jesus in light of the passage.

				

3. How we live our lives (today) in light of numbers

		

1 and 2.

•		 Always follow the Spirit’s leading, and be sensitive to His direction during any given group meeting.

A SAMPLE SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:
•		 Opening prayer.
•		 Ask the group if they had any questions about the passage.
•		 Ask the group how they would summarize the passage (what’s
the main point?). Remember not to get bogged down with details, only to then miss the actual point of the passage.
•		 Ask the group what made an impact with them, either because
they discovered the original meaning of the passage, or because
of a breakthrough in their own lives through personal application.
•		 Go through the “Responding Questions” at the end of each
week’s Study Guide, and discuss any impact, conviction, or
challenge they’ve had in applying these truths to their lives.
•		 Ask the group for prayer requests.
•		 Have the group pray for their requests.
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BIBLE STUDY

RESOURCES

RESOURCES
COMMENTARIES ON GALATIANS

STUDY BIBLES

Keller, Timothy, Galatians for You

ESV Study Bible (Crossway;

(The Good Book Company, 2013)

Indexed edition, 2014)

Stott, John, The Message of

NIV Biblical Theology Study

Galatians: The Bible Speaks Today

Bible, edited by D.A. Carson

(IVP Academic, 1984)

(Zondervan, 2018)

BIBLE DICTIONARIES

NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study

Longman, Tremper, The Baker

Bible (Zondervan, 2016)

Illustrated Bible Dictionary (Baker,
2013)

BIBLE BACKGROUND
COMMENTARIES
Keener, Craig S., The IVP Bible
Background Commentary: New
Testament (IVP Academic, 2014)

INTRODUCTIONS/SURVEYS
OF THE BIBLE
Burge, Gary M., The New
Testament in Antiquity: A Survey
of the New Testament Within Its
Cultural Contexts (Zondervan,

ONE-VOLUME COMMENTARIES
Burge, Gary, and Hill, Andrew
E., The Baker Illustrated Bible
Commentary (Baker, 2012)
Wenham, Gordon J., and Motyer,
Alec. New Bible Commentary (IVP
Academic, 1994)

BIBLICAL THEOLOGY
Hunter, Trent, and Wellum,
Stephen. Christ from Beginning
to End: How the Full Story of
Scripture Reveals the Full Glory of

2009)

Christ (Zondervan, 2018)

Carson, D.A., and Moo, Douglas

FREE ONLINE RESOURCES

J., Introducing the New Testament:
A Short Guide to Its History and
Message (Zondervan, 2010)

biblegateway.com
biblestudytools.com
biblicaltraining.org
ccel.org

WEEK ONE

FREEDOM
HAS
DAWNED
G AL ATIANS 1:1–5
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OBSERVING

WEEK ONE

Galatians 1:1–5

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 1:1–5

OBSERVING QUESTIONS:

1		By what authority does Paul earn his title of “apostle”?

2		What are the actions (verbs) that God does in this passage?

3		What did Jesus do to deliver us from the present evil age?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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DEFINING

WEEK ONE

Paul, an apostle (1:1) Paul describes himself as an apostle. This
Greek word (apostolos) means “sent one” (like a messenger or
delegate). While our modern use would apply to people like
missionaries, Paul is using it to describe his unique status and
authority in God’s Kingdom. He was a delegate and messenger
but with extraordinary status, as he (along with a handful of
others who experienced the risen Christ) was representative of
God and can speak with a special level of authority.
Who raised Him from the dead (1:1) This is the only mention of the
resurrection in this letter, but throughout Paul’s letters we can see
the centrality that the resurrection played in God’s establishing His
Kingdom (see 1 Cor. 15:3–8, 12–20; 2 Cor. 5:14–15; Rom. 1:4; 6:5;
10:9–10; Phil. 3:10–11; 2 Tim. 2:18; 1 Thess. 4:14).
To the churches of Galatia (1:2) Galatia is not a city, but a
region of the Middle East. This is similar to addressing a letter
to the “churches of the Bay Area.” The Greek word church is ekklesia, which is better translated as “assembly” or “gathering.” We
shouldn’t think of these churches as being established buildings
(like in modern times), but as various gatherings of people, meeting in homes.
Who gave Himself to deliver us (1:4) While delivery (or rescue in
the NIV) will ultimately be done at the future, end-time consummation of God’s Kingdom, we have already been delivered from
the darkness of the present evil age (world).
The present evil age (1:4) Jews during this period had an endtimes theology (eschatology) that involved two ages: the “present
(evil) age,” which was dominated by sin and the kingdom of the
devil, and the “age to come,” where Yahweh’s messiah would sit
on David’s throne, and God would have victory over His enemies,
establishing peace and justice.

GALATIANS 1:1–5

“While delivery will
ultimately be done at
the future, end-time
consummation of God’s
Kingdom, we have
already been delivered
from the darkness of the
present evil world.”
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WEEK ONE

UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
THE PRESENT EVIL AGE
Jews living during the “intertestamental period” (the time between the
close of the Old Testament and the beginning of the New Testament)
had experienced many tribulations. They were eagerly awaiting Israel’s
messiah, who would usher in Yahweh’s end-times kingdom. Jewish theology of the time believed that they were living in the “present evil age”
(or present age). This was an age controlled by the evil nations (and the
devil), where darkness ruled, people didn’t follow Torah, and evil persisted. They eagerly anticipated “the age to come,” which would occur
once the messiah came to bring justice and the rule of David’s throne.
Paul reminds the Galatians (1:4) that they (Jews and Gentiles alike) had
been rescued by the God of Israel and His Messiah, from the present
evil age—the age that began in Genesis 3 when Adam fell—and had
been safely placed into the age to come.
Paul (and other New Testament writers) make frequent use of these
terms when they reflect on the Christ Event (the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus). For instance, in Colossians 1:13–14 Paul
writes, “He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred
us to the kingdom of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the
forgiveness of sins.” Paul is modifying the terminology but means the
same thing: that Christians have been moved from this present evil age
(the domain of darkness) and have been rescued into the age to come
(the kingdom of His beloved Son).
Paul is consistent in how he presents this concept. In 2 Corinthians 4:4
he writes, “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers,
to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who
is the image of God.” In English, we might not see a strong connection,
but the word used for “world” here is the same Greek word used for
“age” (aion) in Galatians. (For other passages that use a “present age/
age to come” concept, look at Matt. 12:32; 13:40, 49–50; Mark 10:30;
Luke 20:34; John 15:19; 1 Cor 2:6–7; Eph 1:21; 2:2; Titus 2:12; and 1
John 5:19).

GALATIANS 1:1–5

The New Testament writers understood that these two
ages overlap (i.e., they both presently exist). They believed
that they were living in the present evil age, but because
of what God had done in Jesus, which is highlighted in
the Father’s raising the Son from the dead (1:1), the age
to come had been inaugurated. This means that because
Jesus is the firstborn of the dead (Col. 1:18), and the firstfruit of creation (1 Cor. 15:23), He has ushered in the age to
come! The New Testament is clear that by means of what
He has done, Jesus is NOW ruling over creation (Matt.
26:64; 28:18; Col. 3:1; Heb. 8:1), as He is the current King
of kings and the Lord of lords (1 Tim. 6:15). This means
that the people of God are living in two ages, but have no
reason to fear the present.

“He has delivered us from
the domain of darkness
and transferred us to
the kingdom of His
beloved Son, in whom
we have redemption,
the forgiveness of sins.”
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WEEK ONE

Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
THE GOOD NEWS OF RESCUE
The gospel (the good news) is rooted in what God has done in Jesus—
that by His life, death, resurrection, and ascension, Christ is currently
sitting at the right hand of the Father and is ruling over His Kingdom!
Israel’s true Messiah has rescued all kinds of people for His Kingdom,
but it is not because of one’s ethnicity that someone enters this Kingdom, rather through repentance and faith.
The focus of this letter is on the importance of that gospel. The opening
verses remind the Galatians that, because of this good news, they have
been delivered from the present evil age into the age to come! God’s
Kingdom has come in the rule and reign of Christ, and people everywhere are able to become citizens of that Kingdom if they repent and
believe the gospel.

GALATIANS 1:1–5
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1 		What was Paul trying to communicate about his position as an
apostle?

2 		What is the difference between the present evil age and the age to
come?

3 		How did the New Testament writers understand the two ages, and
how they work together?
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RESPONDING

WEEK ONE

in Our Context

THE PRESENT EVIL AGE
Not much has changed from 48 AD until now, as the present evil
age is still very much upon us. Sin and darkness seem to rule
the world, as the devil is still active in causing destruction. Not
only this, but fallen humans live with a sin-nature, and are eager
to help Satan in his mission. BUT! The moment a fallen human
is given the Spirit of God, they are moved from the dominion of
darkness into the kingdom of God’s beloved Son (Col. 1:13). The
people of God are left with the struggle of living as citizens of
the kingdom of Heaven (Phil. 3:20) while living in an evil world (1
John 2:15–17).
This situation—our living among two ages—can cause confusion and even despair for God’s people. If Jesus is seated on the
throne, then why is He allowing so much evil? Why did someone
we love get cancer? Why are kids being sexually abused? Why is
there so much corruption within governments and businesses?
This sort of darkness can certainly cause us to lose hope and
question the goodness of God.
But as Americans living in the 21st century, our circumstances are
no different from what the Galatians experienced so many years
ago—we too are living as members of the Kingdom of Christ,
even though we experience so much of the kingdom of darkness;
these two ages are overlapping, but we experience both.
A helpful illustration that’s commonly used to describe these
overlapping ages is World War II. “V-E Day” (Victory in Europe
day) came on May 8, 1945, when Nazi Germany’s armed forces
unconditionally surrendered to the Allies. This marked the end of
the war in Europe, when thousands of US troops could finally experience rest and peace, as their multi-year enemy had ultimately
succumbed to the wounds of battle. The victory was consummat-

GALATIANS 1:1–5
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ed on May 8, 1945, but that victory was inaugurated
on June 6, 1944: D-Day. We’ve all seen movies and
documentaries that depict the Normandy landings
by the Allied forces, and the great battle where tens
of thousands of German troops were defeated, allowing the Allies to take control of Europe and liberate many of its residents from oppression. While
thousands of people continued to die (from June of
1944 to May of 1945), victory had been inaugurated
on D-Day.
The same could be said for what happened through Jesus. His life, death,
resurrection, and ascension marked
the inauguration of His Kingdom, which
meant defeat over the devil and the
present evil age of sin and destruction
(Luke 10:17–24; John 12:31). Because
we have a faithful, covenantal God, we
can have confidence that He will defeat
all evil and bring the final consummation of His Kingdom.
While complete peace doesn’t yet exist
in the world, Christians do have peace
with God through their faith in Jesus
(Rom. 5:1). Because we’ve been rescued from this dark, evil world, we no
longer need to be enslaved to its pas-

“But as
Americans
living in the 21st
century, our
circumstances
are no different
from what
the Galatians
experienced
so many
years ago...”

sions. We don’t need to obey the voice of our former king (the devil), as we have a new King (Jesus)
who has empowered us with His Spirit. Victory has
been won—death has been defeated! And while we
are awaiting the final consummation of this present
evil age, we can rest assured that the age to come
has been inaugurated and that the King of kings and
Lord of lords is sitting on His throne!
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WEEK ONE

Gospel Implications for Us
THE GOOD NEWS OF RESCUE
The gospel (and its effects) was central to Paul’s ministry and was
the message that he constantly reminded other believers. In fact, in
his opening to the Romans, he not only praised them for the good job
they were doing, but he went on to share how he desired to come and
PREACH the gospel to them (Rom. 1:15). This is because we never outgrow the gospel—it’s not something we merely preach to the unsaved,
but it’s a daily sermon that needs to be preached to Christians as well!
We need to be reminded and encouraged of the good news of what
Christ has done. Because the Father raised Jesus from the dead, and
because He rescued us from this present evil age, everyone who believes this good news can also have assurance that God will do the
same for them. Things might look bad now, and we will have trials (John
16:33; Acts 14:22; 2 Cor. 4:17; Jas. 1:12), but if we exercise trust in what
God has done in Jesus and overcome the evil one (just as Christ overcame the evil one), we too will live with Jesus in eternity, in His Father’s
Kingdom (Rev. 2:21).

“We need to be reminded
and encouraged of the
good news of what Christ
has done.”

GALATIANS 1:1–5
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			If you are a Christian, you have been delivered from the kingdom
of darkness (the present evil age) to the Kingdom of God’s beloved
Son (the age to come). Are there areas of your life where you live
as though you’re still a member of the kingdom of darkness?

			

			Are you returning to sins that you’ve already been rescued from?

			How can preaching the gospel daily (to yourself) help you to live in
God’s Kingdom?

24

WEEK ONE

		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
In what ways do we (as Christians) blur the line between the present evil age and the age to come?

			When and how do we wrongly turn worldly/temporal things into
heavenly/eternal things?

GALATIANS 1:1–5

		GOSPEL

25

IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
We live in an individualized society that likes to focus on self. As
a community, what are some ways we can start thinking of how to
live as members of the age to come?

			What does it look like to live as citizens of God’s Kingdom WITH
other citizens?
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NOTES

Freedom Has Dawned

WEEK ONE

WEEK TWO

NO
OTHER
GOSPEL
G AL ATIANS 1:6–17
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OBSERVING

WEEK TWO

Galatians 1:6–17

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 1:6–17

OBSERVING QUESTIONS:

1		What have the Galatians done to “astonish” Paul?

2		What was Paul like before he met Jesus?

3		From whom did Paul receive his gospel?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:

29
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WEEK TWO

“The only way to be
reconciled to God is
through faith in Jesus
Christ. This is the good
news that Jesus preached
and passed on to the
apostles.”

GALATIANS 1:6–17

DEFINING
There are some who trouble you (1:7) This is the first explicit
glimpse into how exactly the Galatians were led away from
the gospel that Paul had preached. There were antagonists
who had distorted the gospel and troubled members of the
church. They were not adamantly opposed to the gospel
Paul preached, but added works of the law as an additional
requirement for anyone hoping to be reconciled to God.
Gospel of Christ (1:7) The only way to be reconciled to God
is through faith in Jesus Christ (John 14:6). This is the good
news that Jesus preached and passed on to the apostles.
Any addition to or subtraction from this gospel is not a new,
better gospel, but merely a distortion of the one true gospel
of Christ.
Let him be accursed (1:8–9) The consequence of preaching
a false gospel is significant. Paul argues that anyone, himself and angels included, who would dare to preach a false
gospel is accursed. The Greek word for accursed (anathema) means “devoted to destruction.” To fall under this curse
then is to be devoted to destruction under the wrath of God.
This is the same way God dealt with false prophets in the
Old Testament (Deut. 13:1–5, 18:20).
A revelation of Jesus Christ (1:12) Paul literally met Jesus
Christ on the road to Damascus (Acts 9; 1 Cor. 9:1; 15:8). It
wasn’t that Paul saw a vision of the risen Christ; he actually
saw Jesus Christ (after His resurrection) with his very eyes.
It was here that Paul received the gospel from Jesus and
was called to be an apostle.
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WEEK TWO

UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
ONE GOSPEL

Paul visited the Galatians with Barnabas during his first missionary journey, and preached the gospel to them. The Galatians were troubled by
antagonists who distorted the gospel, adding works of the law to faith
in Christ for salvation. Reports of the Galatians’ imminent desertion of
Christ left Paul astonished because the Galatians had wandered from
the gospel so quickly.
This is very similar to the actions of Israel in Exodus 32. After Yahweh
freed Israel from slavery in Egypt, they received the law at Mount Sinai.
When Yahweh called Moses up to the mountain again, the people grew
impatient and began to worship a golden calf. The Galatian believers
were virtually doing the same thing! Even though the gospel of Christ had
freed the Galatians from the enslavement of sin, they turned and worshiped an idol of self-righteousness shortly after Paul left their presence.
Paul underlined the significance of turning from the gospel by clarifying
that there is only one true gospel. The antagonists claimed that Paul received his gospel from other men and not from God. Therefore, it can’t
be trusted as being the one true gospel. However, Paul didn’t receive his
gospel from man, but from Jesus Christ. Therefore, if they deserted the
gospel that Paul preached to them, they had turned from Christ Himself
(1:6–7). This also makes preaching a gospel contrary to Paul’s very significant. Paul goes so far as to call down a curse upon anyone, including
himself, who would preach a gospel contrary to the one he originally
preached to the Galatians.

“Paul underlined the significance
of turning from the gospel by
clarifying that there is only one
true gospel.”

GALATIANS 1:6–17

The antagonists also claimed that Paul was trying to gain
the approval of men by preaching a gospel that did not
require works of the law, like circumcision. The rhetorical
question in verse 10 exposes this claim and serves as a
transition to the next section of the letter. This question
ought to be read as a response to what Paul had written
previously (1:6–9). If Paul was only trying to gain the approval of men, it would be counterproductive to go so far
as to pronounce a curse over anyone who opposed his gospel. In the second half of verse 10, Paul alluded to the fact
that, at one time, he tried to please man, “If I were still
trying to please man, I would not be a servant of Christ”
(1:10). Paul revealed that he “persecuted the church of God
violently and tried to destroy it” (1:13). He had also gained
a high social status among his own people because of his
great zeal (1:14). His desire to please men was changed to a
desire to serve God when “He who had set me apart before
I was born, and who called me by His grace, was pleased
to reveal His Son to me, in order that I might preach Him
among the Gentiles” (1:15–16; see also Acts 9:1–22).
Paul didn’t go and consult with men after his encounter
with Jesus. He laid down all that he had gained through
his devotion to Judaism and counted it as loss for the sake
of Christ (Phil. 3:4–11), and immediately began to preach
the very gospel that he had formerly tried to destroy. The
only explanation for Paul’s actions is that God had actually
called Paul by His grace to be an apostle, that he actually
met the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, and that he
actually received his gospel directly from Jesus.
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WEEK TWO

Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
CHRIST ALONE
Paul’s point is very simple: The gospel that he preached to the Galatians
is the one true gospel that can save them from the present evil age (see
Week 1). Christ has done everything to secure redemption for anyone
who would put their faith in Him. No one can merit this salvation, but
rather, must trust that the work of Christ is sufficient. This is the gospel
Paul received from the risen Christ when he met him on the road to Damascus. Any gospel that adds to the one Paul preached is a distortion
of the gospel of Christ, and therefore cannot save anyone. Additionally,
anyone who preaches a false gospel leads themselves not to reconciliation with God, but further separation and hostility with God, and
ultimately to eternal separation from God in hell.

GALATIANS 1:6–17

1 		Why is it important that the Galatians hold fast to the
gospel that Paul originally preached to them?

2 		What are the two ways that Paul proves he is not trying to
gain the approval of man?

3 		What is the significance of Paul repeating himself in verses 8
and 9?
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RESPONDING

WEEK TWO

in Our Context

PRONE TO WANDER, PRONE TO CONDEMN
It can be really tempting to respond to this text by zealously
searching for any hint of false teaching within our local churches or in the American church in general (i.e., becoming “heresy
hunters”). When we do this we miss the main point of what the
text is communicating. While identifying and speaking out against
false teachers is good and biblically grounded, we should first
look inward and reflect on our own beliefs regarding the gospel.
If we are to identify with anyone in this passage, it should be the
Galatians, who had begun to turn from Christ and believe a false
gospel. Paul’s plea to them would ultimately be to return to the
gospel that he preached. We ought to respond to this passage by
taking a close look at the gospel we believe, looking in the mirror
and making sure we really believe the one true gospel of Jesus
Christ.
We are prone to wander from the gospel just like the Galatians,
so we should keep a close eye on what we are putting our trust in.
If we find that our trust is being put in anything or anyone other
than Christ, we need to return to the one true gospel.
However, we still need to notice how seriously Paul viewed the
preaching of a false gospel. Not only does false teaching harm
those who hear it and believe it, but it also brings a curse upon the
teachers themselves. There are great consequences to preaching
a false gospel, but as we can see from Paul’s own testimony and
the testimonies of many others, there is great hope in the midst
of such open opposition to Christ and His church. It can be very
tempting to pour all our energy into speaking out against and
condemning false teachers without considering the state of their
souls. If we truly believe the gospel, this cannot be our attitude
when we deal with false teachers.

GALATIANS 1:6–17

37

“We are prone to
wander from the
gospel just like the
Galatians, so we
should keep a close
eye on what we are
putting our trust in.”
The work of Christ is sufficient enough to save even those who actively try
to destroy His church. Therefore, as we speak out against false teaching, we
ought to also pray that those who preach a false gospel would come to believe
the gospel of Jesus Christ and be saved. If we only try to tear down the ministries of those who teach a false gospel without also praying for their salvation,
we are living in a manner contrary to the very gospel we are seeking to defend.
We live in a culture where false gospels run rampant, and the gospel of Christ
is becoming more and more offensive by the day. In many ways, it is no different from the culture in which the Galatian believers lived. This is why it is
so important for us to hold on tight to the gospel of Christ that is revealed in
the Scriptures. We should test and examine what we are being taught, like the
Bereans did (Acts 17:10–11), and confront false teaching when we encounter
it, with the hope that the true gospel would be proclaimed and that those who
hear it would be saved.
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WEEK TWO

Gospel Implications for Us
CLING AND PROCLAIM
The gospel of Christ has been and always will be under
attack. “For the word of the cross is folly to those who are
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of
God...For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but
we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and
folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and
Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God”
(1 Cor. 1:18, 22–24). It would be foolish for us to think that
we should try to defend the gospel from these attacks, because the gospel does not need our protection. We should
instead cling to the truth of the gospel, “that Christ died
for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that He was
buried, that He was raised on the third day in accordance
with the Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3–4), and proclaim it wherever we go as witnesses to the power and grace of Jesus
Christ. Let the gospel defend itself, for it “is the power of
God for salvation to everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16). In
itself, the gospel is sufficient for the task.

GALATIANS 1:6–17
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			Is there any part of the gospel that you struggle to believe? Spend
some time reflecting and praying that God would reveal any unbelief you may have.
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WEEK TWO

		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
What should you do if you think that your pastor might be
preaching a false gospel?

			What about a member of your church who believes a false gospel?

			Are there any scriptural examples of how to handle these
situations?

GALATIANS 1:6–17

		GOSPEL
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
Are there any false gospels being preached in our culture?

			What about them makes them false?

			How can your group engage with and pray for those who believe
and teach a false gospel, but doing so with gentleness and respect
(1 Pet. 3:15–17)?
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No Other Gospel
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WEEK THREE

THE
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FOR
GOSPEL
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OBSERVING

WEEK THREE

Galatians 1:18–2:14

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 1:18–2:14
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OBSERVING QUESTIONS:

1		How much time passed before Paul encountered the other
Apostles for the first time? What about the second time?

2		Why did Paul go to Jerusalem (2:1–10)?

3		Why did Paul oppose Peter (2:11–14)? What is the significance of
this event?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in 1–2 sentences:
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DEFINING

WEEK THREE

Cephas (1:18, 2:11) Cephas is the Aramaic name for Peter, which
Jesus gave to Simon (John 1:42). It has the meaning of “rock” or
“stone.” Paul may have included the name Cephas as a way of acknowledging his calling and authority.
Gospel to the circumcised/uncircumcised (2:7) Paul uses the term
“uncircumcised” to refer to the Gentiles, and “circumcised” to
refer to the Jews. Paul was charged with taking the gospel to
the Gentiles (the uncircumcised), while Peter, James, John and
many of the Jerusalem Apostles were charged with taking the
Gospel to the Jews (the circumcised). This doesn’t mean Peter
only ministered to the Jews and Paul only ministered to the Gentiles. It simply means that Peter and the other Apostles ministered in Jerusalem, while Paul traveled among the Gentile cities
and regions.
The right hand of fellowship (2:9) Peter, James, and John extended the right hand of fellowship to Paul and Barnabas. The likely meaning is simply that the Jerusalem Apostles accepted Paul
and Barnabas as partners, signifying unity and equality among the
Apostles.
Circumcision party (2:12) The circumcision party was those who
believed Gentile-Christians were required to be circumcised to
be fully accepted into the faith (and follow the Jewish Messiah).
This teaching fundamentally opposed the teaching of the Apostles, which was salvation through faith alone; this doesn’t rest upon
membership in the Old Covenant.

GALATIANS 1:18–2:14

“...Jews and Gentiles are
accepted by God on the
same terms, through
faith in Jesus Christ,
and should likewise be
accepted by the church
with no distinction
between them.”
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WEEK THREE

UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
THERE IS ONE GOSPEL

There were some in the Galatian churches that questioned Paul’s authority and were opposed to the gospel he taught. They claimed both
that Paul was inferior to the other Apostles and that he taught a different
message altogether. Paul insisted in Chapter 1 that these agitators were
“distorting” the gospel of Christ—teaching that converts had to become
religiously Jewish and adhere to the Mosaic Law to be saved. Through
all of this, many of Paul’s original converts in Galatia were deserting the
gospel they had previously received.
Paul combats these false claims and reestablishes the gospel message
by recalling the events recorded in Acts 11:1–18, which then led to the
very important Jerusalem Council, as recorded in Acts 15:1–21. During
that council (which probably happened after Paul wrote Galatians), the
Apostles addressed what some were teaching—that, “unless you are
circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved”
(Acts 15:1). Paul and Barnabas presented to the council the gospel they
had been proclaiming among the Gentiles (2:2), and the council ultimately determined that faith alone is sufficient for salvation—that God
“made no distinction between them and us [referring to Jews and Gentiles], having cleansed their hearts by faith” (Acts 15:9).
The Jerusalem Council was a significant event for Paul. After receiving
his revelation of the gospel, Paul spent little time with the other Apostles. He even identified his purpose for presenting the gospel, as he
proclaimed, “to make sure I was not running or had not run in vain” (2:2).
Paul had been preaching the gospel for over a decade before having this
confirmation, and the result of the council was a full affirmation of his
message. The “influential” Apostles in Jerusalem “added nothing” (2:6)
to his message. They did not attempt to add circumcision or anything
else to Paul’s simple message of salvation through faith.

GALATIANS 1:18–2:14
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Paul’s recollection of the Acts 11 events (which led
to the council of Acts 15) served a few purposes.
First, it identified that Paul was in full unity with the
other Apostles. Paul said that Peter, James, and
John “perceived the grace that was given to me”
and gave him and Barnabas the “right hand of fellowship” (2:9). They were united, on the same team.
Second, it solidified the fact that Paul and the other
Apostles were fully aligned as to the message of the
gospel of Christ. While they were called to different
spheres—Paul to the Gentiles, and the other Apostles to the Jews—they were fully united, entrusted
with the same gospel message.
Paul shatters the claims of these false teachers and
agitators and draws attention back to the one true gospel. The gospel that the Galatians received initially is
the same gospel that Paul had continued to preach,
and the same gospel that was being
taught by the other

Apostles—that

Jews and Gentiles
alike are welcomed
into the family of
God by faith alone.

“While they were
called to different
spheres—Paul to the
Gentiles, and the
other Apostles to the
Jews—they were fully
united, entrusted
with the same gospel
message.”

50

WEEK THREE

Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
THE GOSPEL IS FOR EVERYONE
Paul’s message, while it was good news for everyone, was challenging
for some Jews to accept. In Galatians 2:11, Paul recounts the time he
confronted Peter publicly for breaking fellowship with Gentiles because
of pressure from the circumcision party. As Paul already established,
the gospel he taught was in line with the teaching of the other Apostles.
So Peter was teaching a gospel of salvation through faith alone, but his
actions didn’t align with his teaching. If God welcomed Gentiles into His
fellowship through faith, then Peter ought to have done the same. Paul
challenged Peter by appealing to the simple truth of the gospel: that
Jews and Gentiles are accepted by God on the same terms, through
faith in Jesus Christ, and should likewise be accepted by the church
with no distinction between them.

GALATIANS 1:18–2:14

1 		In what ways did the agitators in the Galatian churches
attempt to discredit Paul and his message?

2 		What was the result of the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15)?

3 		Why did Peter break fellowship with the Gentiles in Antioch?
What was Paul’s response?
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RESPONDING

WEEK THREE

in Our Context

THERE IS ONE GOSPEL
With a multitude of influences within and outside the church, it is
essential that we remain devoted to the gospel. The gospel is the
good news that Jesus has risen, He is Lord, and He is making all
things new. Those who believe, through faith, are saved from their
sin and welcomed into the family of God. This is the message that
is preached consistently throughout the New Testament, and it is
the message that brings life and unity to the church. While there
are many distortions, there is only one true gospel, and to it, we
must maintain our devotion.
As we have said, Peter was charged to minister to Jews, while
Paul ministered to both Jews and Gentiles. Regardless of who
Paul was speaking to, the substance of the gospel message didn’t
change, but, the way he presented it varied depending on his audience. In our twenty-first century world, with its growing forms
of media and technology, there are even more variations in how
the gospel can be presented, and because of this we now have direct access to many different voices (teachers). This can be positive, as there are so many excellent Bible teachers in the world
today, which means more people than ever have access to the
gospel of Jesus! However, this also means that people have easy
access to false gospels (just like in Paul’s day).
This should encourage us, even more, to strengthen our
knowledge of the gospel and learn to identify and reject false
teachings. Discernment can be a difficult endeavor, as many
popular “Bible teachers” are really good at telling us what our
itching ears want to hear, even if it means they are misinterpreting Scripture. As Christians, we must carefully distinguish
between the style (or the form) in which the gospel is being
presented, and the substance (the actual content of that message), as the latter cannot be compromised.

GALATIANS 1:18–2:14
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The gospel is unchanging. Even af-

see on TV), but it can be difficult

ter two millennia, with ever-chang-

to identify ways that we distort the

ing languages, cultures, nations, and

gospel in our own lives. We must

governments, the truth of the gospel

cling to the gospel of Christ, re-

message remains consistent. How-

newing our minds daily.

ever, with each generation comes
new attempts to add to or distort the
gospel. In our day, as in first-century Galatia, some attempt to add
requirements to the gospel. Then, it
was circumcision and other Jewish
customs; today it could be a religious
ritual, political or national allegiance,
even membership in a particular denomination. Most of us would never
say, “salvation comes through faith
and allegiance to the United States,”
but like Peter in Antioch (2:11), we
might imply this through our behavior. It may be easy to identify false
gospel teaching in others (like the
“prosperity gospel” preachers we

Paul had an unwavering conviction
about the gospel. In many of his
letters, he aggressively resists false
teachers and any who try to corrupt
the message of the gospel. But for
Paul, this wasn’t an ideological battle. He genuinely loved the church
and knew that Jesus is our key to
life. Likewise, we must recognize
the importance of the gospel and
the threat that false teaching poses
to the life of the church. We must
renew ourselves daily in the truth of
the gospel, strengthen our conviction, and pray for false teachers and
those led astray by their teaching.
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WEEK THREE

Gospel Implications for Us
THE GOSPEL IS FOR EVERYONE
The gospel of Christ is revolutionary for many reasons, and
one significant reason is that it breaks down cultural barriers. For many first-century Jews, inclusivity into God’s
family was based on obedience to the Law of Moses, most
prominently through circumcision. However, since Christ
fulfilled the law, the new “requirement” for salvation is not
a physical circumcision, but a circumcision of the heart.
And this is a gift from God available to people from every
tribe, tongue, and nation.
While Peter’s teaching was correct, his conduct in Antioch
was not. He rejected fellowship with Gentile believers because of cultural differences. If Christians are saved by
grace alone, through faith alone, then with whom should
we have table fellowship? We can live out the gospel by
opening our tables and homes to any kind of believer. God
has accepted us into His fellowship by faith alone, so how
can we reject those that He has accepted? Churches divide
over all sorts of issues, but the gospel should be the thing
of utmost importance that enables believers to have table
fellowship with one another, despite our differences.

“God has accepted us
into His fellowship by
faith alone, so how can
we reject those that He
has accepted?”

GALATIANS 1:18–2:14
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			Like Peter, have you ever been inclined to reject fellowship with
anyone based on racial, cultural, or any external characteristics?

		

If so, why do you think this is?
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WEEK THREE

		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
In what ways is the gospel being distorted in the twenty-first
century?

			What are some practical ways to grow in our knowledge of and
strengthen our conviction about the gospel?

GALATIANS 1:18–2:14
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		GOSPEL

IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
Have you identified any cultural barriers in your Small Group,
church, or community?

			How can you, as a Small Group, work to break down these
barriers?

			Why is this important?
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WEEK THREE

The Battle for Gospel Freedom
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I, BUT
CHRIST
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OBSERVING

WEEK FOUR

Galatians 2:15–21

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 2:15–21

OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

What important verb occurs four times in 2:15–17? Why is this
word significant?

2		According to 2:19, what “death” has the believer experienced,
and what “life” has replaced it? How is this “death” and “life”
accomplished according to the following verse (2:20)?

3		According to 2:21, what would have made Christ’s death
purposeless?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:

61

62

WEEK FOUR

“...merely believing Jesus
existed is not the same
thing as faith. Rather,
faith is a sincere trust in
who He is and what He
has done.”

GALATIANS 2:15–21

DEFINING
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Justified (2:15, 16, 17) This incredibly important word occurs four times
in 2:15–17 alone, and its meaning is critical to understanding Paul’s argument in Galatians. To be justified is to be accounted and declared
“just” (or righteous) by God. This righteous standing is needed for three
essential reasons: to be free from the power of sin (Gal. 3:20, Rom. 8:1–
2), to no longer stand under the wrath of God on account of sin (Rom.
5:9–11), and to be permitted entrance into the people of God, who are
called to be without sin (Eph. 2:11–22, 1 Pet. 1:15–25). In other words,
sin is the problem—to be justified is the solution. Paul argued that this
justification cannot be earned by works, but is simply received by faith
in Jesus Christ.
Works of the law (2:16) The fullness of this phrase has to do with complete and total obedience to God’s holy and perfect law, given in the
Torah (e.g., Exod. 19–Deut. 34) and most comprehensively captured
in the Ten Commandments. However, it also reveals that any attempt
to earn a right standing before God is spiritually bankrupt. The “law”
cannot make anyone right, nor can any amount of “works,” regardless
if they are prescribed in the Torah, or are just good things in and of
themselves.
Faith in Christ/Son of God (2:16, 20) In the Scriptures, faith in Christ is
not merely intellectual acknowledgment of His existence (after all, even
the demons believe the correct theology about God; Jas. 2:19), but having a personal and wholehearted commitment to Him. In other words,
merely believing Jesus existed is not the same thing as faith. Rather, faith
is a sincere trust in who He is and what He has done.
Righteousness (2:21) The word “righteousness” here could also be seen
as “justification,” as in the Greek, the two words come from the same root
word. To be “justified” is to be declared and counted as “righteous,” or
morally pure and without sin. This process is not by works of the law, but
by grace through faith in Christ. For more information on righteousness
and justification, see the chapter on Sola Fide from the 2018 GHCC study
The Five Solas.
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WEEK FOUR

UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context

JUSTIFIED BY WORKS OR BY FAITH?
At the beginning of Galatians, Paul laid out the facts of his apostolic calling, declaring that the gospel he had received was indeed from
Christ Himself, which was the same gospel given to the other apostles.
His confrontation of Peter was not a deviation from the truth of the gospel, but rather a defense of it.
Paul goes on to move into the heart of the dispute which was troubling
the Galatian church, by starting to address a crucial question: how is
one justified, or declared to be righteous, before God? On one side
of the issue was Paul, and on the other was a group of agitators, “certain men from James” or “the circumcision party” (2:12). These men
were influencing the church to believe that, in addition to faith in Jesus
Christ, one also had to “live like Jews” (2:14)—a tepid way of saying that
the Gentiles were required to become circumcised and also keep the
Sabbath in order to follow the Jewish Messiah.
In 2:15, Paul began by reminding his readers of Peter and his status as
“Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners,” citing the typical Jewish perspective of Gentiles which viewed them as “alienated from the commonwealth
of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and
without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12). If anyone had the right to assert that
one is justified by “works of the law” in addition to faith in Christ, it was
these Jewish apostles (Paul and Peter). Yet Paul didn’t do this. In the very
next verse, he laid down the truth of how one is justified before God, “yet
we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith
in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be
justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of
the law no one will be justified” (2:16). Christians are justified before God
by nothing else but faith alone.

GALATIANS 2:15–21

In 2:17, Paul immediately foresaw the objection that
justification by faith alone would then make Christ
“a servant of sin,” providing an excuse to sin without any repercussions or consequences. His rebuttal
to such a concern was to point people to the reality
of justification itself, “Through the law I have died to
the law, so that I might live to God” (2:19). Justification is not mere legal fiction (i.e., when God simply
changes His mind about someone’s guilt, with justice
unresolved). Rather, it is the death of the old, and the
resurrection of the new. This death and resurrection
are anchored in a believer’s union with Christ, “I have
been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live,
but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in
the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me
and gave Himself for me” (2:20). Faith in the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice is not one step of many in the
process of justification—it is the only step. For the
Galatians to place their hope in anything else would
be to “nullify the grace of God” and ultimately to say
that, “Christ died for no purpose” (2:21). He is either
all sufficient or not sufficient at all.

“He is either all sufficient or
not sufficient at all.”
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WEEK FOUR

Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
FAITH ALONE IN CHRIST ALONE
When speaking of being justified by faith in Christ
alone, Paul’s language was not soft and subversive,
but firm and direct. Works of the law contribute
nothing. The only way to be justified before God—
and therefore, the only way to be saved from the
consequences of sin, the wrath of God, and eternal
damnation—is through faith alone in Christ alone.
It is the union with the “one mediator between God
and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave Himself as
a ransom for all, which is the testimony given at the
proper time” (1 Tim. 2:5–6) that saves people.

GALATIANS 2:15–21

1 		What does it mean to be “justified,” and how is it that
believers are justified?

2 		What was the issue plaguing the Galatian churches?

3 		How does our union with Christ inform how we ought to
view justification (see 2:19–20)?
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RESPONDING

WEEK FOUR

in Our Context

JESUS, OUR ONLY JUSTIFICATION
People today are looking for the same answer to the question
that people two thousand years ago were asking, “What justification can I give before God and others that will show that my
life has value, worth, and significance?” Whether we realize it or
not, all of us are striving in life to find an answer to this question.
Non-religious people do this when they flat-out reject Christ, but
then attempt to find significance in their own power and accomplishments. On the flip-side, religious people will often act as the
agitators did—we want to add Jesus as one of “many things” that
will help us, instead of Him being the ONLY thing that we need to
have a truly worthy and meaningful life.
The Galatians were struggling with whether or not obedience to
certain aspects of the Mosaic Law (things like circumcision and
keeping the Sabbath) needed to be observed in order to add value and worth as a Christian. We might think we are different from
the Galatians, and while we don’t struggle with the issue of circumcision, we might add things to the Christian life.
We might justify our Christian status by relying on our own baptism, or the fact that we attended a Christian summer camp, that
our dad was a pastor, or that we vote for a particular political
party. Or maybe we try to find success in other areas of life by
overvaluing things like our educational status, how respected our
jobs are, the money that we earn, or the size (and neighborhood)
of our homes. We attempt to raise the “picture-perfect kids” who
go on to notable careers, for the sake of satisfying the desires of
our own empty hearts, thinking that material success, or religious
accomplishment, will somehow bring us satisfaction and peace.

GALATIANS 2:15–21
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“Justification is simply by faith
alone in Christ alone—period!”
In the rat race to justify ourselves, we are driven by the constant fear that
if we can’t earn all of the above, our lives are worthless and meaningless.
As we white-knuckle our way through life, perhaps it is no wonder that
most of us are burnt out, fed up, and exhausted. Yet here in Galatians,
God speaks an incredible word for us. Our justification has no bearing
on the success we experience, or how many amazing “religious” things
we’ve done in our lives. Justification is not the conglomeration of one’s
achievements, accomplishments, and accolades, PLUS faith in Christ.
Justification is simply by faith alone in Christ alone—period!
As Christians, we bring nothing to the throne except our brokenness and
neediness. And the good news is that because God justifies sinners by
faith in Christ (alone), then God is ultimately glorified when we come to
Him, as we come only bringing our weakness. Through the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus, His sacrifice was sufficient to pay the penalty
for sin, and by this, He reconciled God’s people back to the Father.
When we have faith in Jesus, we have been united to Christ, and receive
the benefits of His sacrifice.
Therefore, along with Paul, we can boast “…all the more gladly of my
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake
of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor.
12:9–10). It’s for this reason that we decided to know nothing but “Jesus
Christ and Him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2), for it is there, and not on our merits, that the world will bear witness to the “demonstration of the Spirit
and of power, so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but
in the power of God” (1 Cor. 2:4–5).
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Gospel Implications for Us
JESUS IS TRULY ENOUGH
Many of us are doing our very best to achieve, merit, and earn
our way through life. We are all seeking a justification for our
existence, a reason we can confidently give to others when called
upon for why our lives matter, are worthy and have significance.
Perhaps we do this because we think that God will be obligated
to save us in the end.
Yet the good news of the gospel is that our works contribute nothing to our justification. We are justified by faith alone in Christ
alone. In other words, justification—and therefore salvation—is
by sheer grace, and grace alone. This means two glorious things.
First, we can stop living under the crushing weight of expectations to be worthy of God’s love and approval, knowing He has
already granted us this in Christ. Second, we can live knowing
we have been “crucified with Christ,” and that it is He who lives
in us, who will give us the strength and the grace we need to live
according to His purposes, and for His glory.

“...we can stop living under the
crushing weight of expectations
to be worthy of God’s love and
approval, knowing He has already
granted us this in Christ.”

GALATIANS 2:15–21
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			What are things that you often think you need, in addition to
Christ, in order to have worth, value, and significance in life?
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
How can relying on merit, achievement, or even religious practice
(daily devotions, baptism, listening to Christian radio, etc.) devalue
Christ’s sufficiency in our lives?

			Why might this cause us to elevate some people, and look down
on others?

GALATIANS 2:15–21

		GOSPEL
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
As a community, how can the truth of justification by faith alone
cause us to love one another in a more Christ-like and Christcentered way?
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OBSERVING

WEEK FIVE

Galatians 3:1–14

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 3:1–14
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OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

According to 3:2 and 3:5, how is the Spirit received by and
supplied to believers?

2		According to 3:7, who are considered to be the “sons of
Abraham”?

3		According to 3:13, how did Christ “redeem us from the curse of the
law”?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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Hearing with faith (3:2, 5) According to Paul, “hearing with faith” is
how one receives and is supplied with, the Spirit. It can be defined
as having received the message of salvation in Christ and sincerely
believing and trusting in it. In this section, “hearing with faith” is
contrasted explicitly with “works of the law.” This is an important
observation, because it means that to “hear with faith”—to have
heard and truly believed and trusted in Christ for one’s justification
and salvation—is not something that can be done in conjunction
with relying on works of the law. Rather, it is the exclusive means
by which Christ justifies us, and by which we receive the Spirit.
Sons of Abraham (3:7) The “sons of Abraham” are defined not as
those who have physically descended from Abraham (i.e. ethnic
Jews), but are “those of faith.” In other words, the promises of
blessing given to Abraham and to his descendants in the Abrahamic Covenant (Genesis 12, 15, and 17) are not restricted to those
who are ethnically or culturally Jewish. Instead, the promises are
for all whose identity, like Abraham himself, is derived and defined
by faith in God and His promises. Specifically, it is one whose faith
in Christ—who is the fulfillment of all of God’s covenant promises to Abraham—that constitutes one’s identity as a true “son of
Abraham.”
Curse of the law (3:13) The curse in this context refers to God’s
judgment, which takes the form of exclusion and separation from
His land, His people, and Himself. Those who fail to do all that
the law requires are under this curse because the standard of
holiness that God demands is perfect obedience to what He has
commanded.

GALATIANS 3:1–14
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“...the promises of blessing
given to Abraham and
to his descendants in the
Abrahamic Covenant are not
restricted to those who are
ethnically or
culturally Jewish.”
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UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
THE CURSE IS BROKEN
With the very first exclamation of Chapter 3, “O foolish Galatians!” we
see that Paul was not happy with these people. In light of the gospel
which they had received, he charged their current way of thinking as
akin to being victims of witchcraft; “Who has bewitched you?” (3:1). Paul
probably doesn’t mean this question literally, but even so, its rhetorical
force is clear—the Galatians were in serious error, and their view of
reality was as distorted as one who has been cast under an evil spell.
From 3:2–6, Paul gave a scathing slew of rhetorical questions meant to
highlight one undeniable truth, a truth that the Galatians already know:
it’s through “hearing with faith” that they received the Spirit and were
saved, not works of the law (3:2). And if they were saved through receiving the Spirit by faith, then they must also recognize that they will
be sanctified through the Spirit by faith, too (3:3, 5).
Paul’s argument isn’t something new. Rather, the argument Paul makes
was that the righteousness that comes from faith in Christ alone has always been the point of God’s promises, which was something that Paul
demonstrates by looking back to the Abrahamic Covenant. God’s people
are justified by faith and not works of the law, “just as ‘Abraham believed,
and it was counted to him as righteousness’” (3:6). Therefore, the true
“sons of Abraham,” who are the true heirs of the promises of redemptive
blessing, aren’t defined as those who are ethnically or culturally Jewish,
but as those who have faith in Christ. This gospel, that God would justify
even Gentiles by faith, was the reason why God promised Abraham, “In
you shall all the nations be blessed” (3:7; Gen. 12:3). So while the agitators
in Galatia were asserting that Gentiles had to live like Jews in addition
to faith in Christ to be saved, Paul highlights that Abraham himself, the
father of Israel, was not even justified by his works but by his faith. Justification has always been through faith alone, and it has not changed on
this side of the cross.

GALATIANS 3:1–14
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“...the righteousness that comes
from faith in Christ alone has
always been the point of God’s
promises, which is something that
Paul demonstrates by looking
back to the Abrahamic Covenant.”
If one does attempt to rely on works of the law,
they would be obligated to keep all of it perfectly
(3:10–12). If they don’t, then they would lie under
the “curse of the law” (3:13), separated and cut off
from God and His people forever. The glaring reality for all is that perfect obedience to the works of
the law is impossible. If the only path to justification
is reliance on works of the law, then all are utterly
condemned.
Yet it’s here that the gospel message is brought to
the forefront, as “Christ redeemed us from the curse
of the law by becoming a curse for us” (3:13). What
glorious good news! In our place, Jesus Christ—
the only One who has ever kept the law perfectly,
and who has indeed fulfilled the law—has substituted Himself to bear the curse we rightly deserve.
Because His redemptive substitutionary sacrifice
was sufficient, it is in Him that, regardless of Jewish identity or adherence to works of the law, “the
blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so
that we might receive the promised Spirit through
faith” (3:14).
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Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
THE SUFFICIENCY OF THE GOSPEL
Paul’s intense emotional reaction is evidence of his pastoral concern for the Galatians, and his desire for them to see the sufficiency
of Christ and His redemptive work. Receiving the Spirit comes by
hearing with faith, and not by works of the law—because whether
someone is a Jew or a Gentile, all are accursed under the perfect
and holy standard of the law. However, all people can be saved by
faith in Christ and His perfect and holy substitutionary sacrifice
alone. Paul wanted the Galatians to forsake any reliance on works
of the law for any amount of justification. This is because it is only
when sinners reject their own good works, and instead recognize
the glorious worth of Christ (and His work) that the gospel truly
becomes good news.

GALATIANS 3:1–14

1 		Why is “hearing with faith” contrasted explicitly with “works
of the law”?

2 		Who are the true “sons of Abraham,” and how does
Abraham himself provide a precedent for them to be called
his “sons”?

3 		Why is the fact that Jesus became “a curse for us” such a
jaw-dropping statement? What exactly is the “curse” that
Jesus took for us?
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in Our Context

THE GRACE WHICH SAVES US SHALL ALSO
SUSTAIN US
The indignation that Paul felt toward the Galatians is probably the
same indignation that he would feel toward many Christians today. The Galatians had forgotten that the Christian life is a work
of sheer grace, from beginning to end. Yet how many of us are
prone to forget the very same thing, and try to live out the life
God has called us to in our own power?
Most Christians have no trouble believing the concept that they
only gain entry into the kingdom by grace. But if we’re honest,
we often think that being allowed to stay in is up to us. The false
gospel that many of us rehearse to ourselves and attempt to live
out often goes something like this: “God loves you, has saved
you, and has a wonderful plan for your life—so you had better
get your act together before He changes His mind about any of
the above.” If there is one thing that sinful human beings are infuriatingly good at, it’s our tenacious desire to try to hijack God’s
grace and insist that we contribute something to our salvation
after all. As self-justification addicts, we anxiously conduct our
lives, hoping that God will be pleased with us in the end.

“...the same grace that has saved
us is the very same grace that will
sustain us...”

GALATIANS 3:1–14
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Yet with three rhetorical questions, the Scriptures effectively tear down
this house of cards: “Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by
hearing with faith…Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh…Does He who supplies the Spirit to you and works
miracles among you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith—
just as Abraham ‘believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness’?” (3:2–3, 5–6).
The answer to the first two questions is a resounding no! And the answer to the third is “by hearing with faith,” all of which is incredibly
good news! It means that the same grace that has saved us is the very
same grace that will sustain us—and the same Spirit that quickened our
hearts from death into life is the very same Spirit who will empower and
strengthen us to walk faithfully in that life, till we see Him face to face.
Indeed, “He who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at
the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6).
For the church community, this means that our identity should not be
defined by the standards of reputation, achievements, or the merit that
we so often impose on one another. Rather, our status as the true “sons
of Abraham,” those who have been saved by grace alone, through faith
alone, in Christ alone, ought to supersede any distinction of race, gender, nationality, or socioeconomic class within the church. Because in
the end, these distinctions pale in comparison to what we have in common. For this is the truth that makes us one—all of us are equally sinful,
yet equally saved from sin and death by Christ our Savior when we have
faith in Him (Rom. 3:23–26, Eph. 2:11–18).
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Gospel Implications for Us
THE OBJECT OF OUR FAITH
If the gospel is merely the message of how God has initially saved
us through faith in Christ, and not also the message of how He has
promised to continually and faithfully sanctify us through faith in
Christ, then it is not very good news. If that is the gospel, then it
ultimately leaves us to rely upon our works and performance to
merit God’s favor, which is a standard that is impossible to attain,
for “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23).
But in Christ, we not only receive the Spirit through faith but are
also sustained by the Spirit through faith. How is this possible?
It’s not because of the quality of our faith, but because of the
object of our faith. Christ was the only One who perfectly fulfilled
the law (Matt. 5:17–18, 2 Cor. 1:20), yet He “redeemed us from the
curse of the Law, having become a curse for us…so that we would
receive the promise of the Spirit through faith” (Gal. 3:13–14). He
stood in our place so we could be assured that, through faith, we
truly have everything that we need in Him.

GALATIANS 3:1–14
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			Do you ever feel that God is disappointed with you because you’ve
failed to meet His standards?

			How does the gospel address this feeling?

88

WEEK FIVE

		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
What are some ways in which we reject or undermine our identity
as “sons of Abraham” (by how we view and treat one another)?

GALATIANS 3:1–14

		GOSPEL

89

IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
When those around us are facing feelings of inadequacy, guilt, or
condemnation, what truth should we be embodying and pointing
them to (see 3:10–14)?
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Christ Became a Curse For Us
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CHRIST
REDEEMED
US TO
SONSHIP
G AL ATIANS 3:15–4:6
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OBSERVING

WEEK SIX

Galatians 3:15–4:6

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 3:15–4:6
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OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

Make a list of the many repeated words in this section (especially
nouns/verbs that are used multiple times). What are some of the
things that Paul is emphasizing through repetition?

2		According to Paul, who is the actual offspring of Abraham?

3		What are the ways that the Godhead is at work in this passage?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in 1–2 sentences:
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“For Paul, these promises
are fulfilled in Jesus, who is
the true fulfillment of the
offspring, and the recipient of
every promise God has made
to His people.”

GALATIANS 3:15–4:6

DEFINING
Covenant (3:15) A chosen relationship in which two parties make
binding promises to each other. These are mutual relationships,
but usually between a greater and a lesser. In Galatians 3, Paul
is referring back to the Abrahamic Covenant, as found in Genesis
Chapters 12, 15, and 17 (see the 2019 GHCC study on the “Covenants” for more information).
Promises (3:16) Paul is rooting this section in the Hebrew Bible,
recalling the covenantal promises that Yahweh made to Abraham.
These promises were to solve the problem of the Fall (Genesis 3),
where God declared that He would one day destroy the offspring
of the serpent, in order to bring about His everlasting Kingdom
through the offspring of the woman. In Genesis 12, God promised
Abraham that he would be given land, family, and be a blessing
to the world. For Paul, these promises are fulfilled in Jesus, who
is the true fulfillment of the offspring, and the recipient of every
promise God has made to His people.
Offspring (3:16, 19, 29) Also translated “seed” (NIV, NASB, KJV),
this is a reference to Gen. 12:7; 13:15; 17:8; and 24:7, where
Abraham’s offspring was to be the recipient of the covenantal
promises. Paul interprets the Abrahamic Covenant (and Abraham’s true offspring) as being fulfilled in Jesus.
Adoption/sons of God/heirs (3:9; 3:26; 4:5) Adoption was mainly
a Roman practice (not necessarily Jewish), when a rich man who
had no son would adopt a slave boy. This boy would be given the
name of his new father, and would immediately be granted all the
rights of a biological son (financially and socially). Upon his father’s
death, this new son would be the rightful heir to everything that
was the father’s, whether in material wealth or social status.
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UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context

JESUS: ABRAHAM’S TRUE OFFSPRING
Paul was a theologian, a well-educated man, and self-proclaimed “Hebrew of Hebrews” (Phil. 3:5) who had excelled in his knowledge of the
Scriptures (the Old Testament). As a good Hebrew, Paul began Chapter
3 by recalling his ethnic and religious father Abraham, as it was with
Abraham who Yahweh made a covenant (Gen. 12).
This first happened in Gal. 3:6–13, when Paul used Abraham as the
model of covenantal faithfulness. Any Jewish person hearing this “sermon” in Paul’s day would have beamed with pride at the thought of the
great patriarch of the Hebrews being spoken of in such a way. However,
3:14 brings a shift when we read “…so that in Christ Jesus the blessing
of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the
promised Spirit through faith.” Here Paul is connecting what Christ did
with Gen. 12:3: “I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors
you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”
The purpose of God blessing Abraham was so that all the families in the
world would be blessed, through the giving of the Spirit.
Paul begins 3:16 by stating that “the promises were made to Abraham and
to his offspring,” which becomes his thesis statement for this passage. In
reflecting on Gen. 12, Paul rightly identifies Abraham as the person to
whom God made covenantal promises (blessings of land, a great nation,
and to bless the world). However, this is where Paul takes a turn, as he
begins to interpret Genesis 12 in light of Jesus. As he expanded on this
thought, he tells the Galatians of the promises that were made to “his
offspring…not to many [offspring], but to one.” This would have been a
shift for Paul’s Jewish audience, as for generations, their identity had
been centered upon the idea that they were Abraham’s offspring because
of their race.

GALATIANS 3:15–4:6
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Paul was communicating that, because of what Jesus did—
living perfectly under the law and fulfilling all the things that
were assigned to Israel—that it is Jesus who is the offspring
of Abraham. He doesn’t share the offspring inheritance
with anyone. However, while Jesus is the sole offspring of
Abraham’s promises, He is not the sole beneficiary. Just as
Abraham was counted righteous because of His faith (Rom.
4:3), anyone who believes (3:22, 23, 24, 25, 26) in Jesus
is also a beneficiary of the covenantal promises that were
made to Abraham and fulfilled in his true offspring, Jesus!
Therefore, the true sons of the Father (and true heirs to
the covenantal promises) are actually those who have true
faith. This is why Paul ends Chapter 3 by proclaiming that
it didn’t depend on one’s socio-economic status (slave or
free), their gender (male or female),
or their ethnicity (Jew or Gentile) to
become an heir to the offspring of
Abraham.
So it is the Father who adopts all
kinds of people as His own heirs,
but this happens because the Son
is the fulfillment of Abraham’s offspring. And when this happens,
God sends the Spirit of the Son
(4:6) into the hearts of those heirs.
In this way, it is Yahweh, the covenantal and Triune God of Israel,
who is active in the salvation of His
people!

“The purpose
of God blessing
Abraham was
so that all the
families in the
world would be
blessed, through
the giving of
the Spirit.”
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Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
GRACE, NOT RACE
Paul was ministering to a diverse church. While Jews lived throughout Galatia, the majority of people were Gentiles. This became
an issue for early evangelists—if the early Christians (who were
mainly Jewish) were preaching the gospel about the Jewish Messiah, did Gentile converts first need to become Jewish in order to
receive the covenantal blessings?
This is the good news of the gospel—that, if you belong to the Messiah, you are a recipient of the promise made to Abraham. You get
in by grace, not by race! The good news is that the Jewish Messiah
accomplished for all people what no single person in Israel’s history could—He was faithful to the covenant (the law), and therefore
fulfilled all righteousness (Matt. 3:15). Through His faithfulness, He
invites all kinds of people (even Gentiles) to become beneficiaries
of the Abrahamic Covenant, which fulfills God’s purpose for the
Abrahamic Covenant.

GALATIANS 3:15–4:6

1 		According to Genesis 12:3, what was the reason/purpose
that God is giving these blessings to Abraham?

2 		How does anyone (regardless of ethnicity, gender, or socialclass) become an heir to the covenantal promise made to
Abraham?

3 		What is the role of each person of the Godhead in the
process of salvation (according to our passage)?
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in Our Context

JESUS: ABRAHAM’S TRUE OFFSPRING
This passage presents the main theme of the Bible in such a beautiful way: that the Triune God of Israel (Father, Son, and Spirit)
is active and faithful to the covenant that was given to Abraham.
God is saving His people from death and restoring what was lost
at the Fall. This passage is very “Trinitarian,” as it presents the
three persons of the Godhead working together in the salvation
of God’s people.
Abba, Father: the first person of the Trinity, the one who adopts
His children. Oftentimes biblical passages will be translated as
“brothers and sisters” to be gender inclusive. This can be helpful when there are passages that are clearly trying to address
all people. However, the term “a son of God” (3:26; 4:5,6,7) has
a specific meaning for Paul’s context. In the Roman world, if a
powerful man was without a son then he was without an heir to
his inheritance and name. It became common for Roman men to
adopt a boy (oftentimes a slave) and give him a new name and
status. This is the imagery that Paul is trying to apply to the Galatians—that while all of us were once slaves (to sin), those who
believe in Christ have been adopted as sons of our True Father!
Christ Jesus: the second person of the Trinity, the offspring of
Abraham, the one who came to earth to fulfill righteousness. It is
through Jesus and His faithfulness that we have been redeemed
from being under the law, as He is the true offspring of Abraham.
The Spirit of His Son: the third person of the Trinity, the one who
is sent into the hearts of those who believe in Jesus. It is God’s
Holy Spirit who dwells among believers, and empowers us to
believe and become an heir (a technical term that describes the
benefits one receives from another) to God.

GALATIANS 3:15–4:6

So how does one become a child of Abraham? Not by race, but
by grace! As a predominantly Gentile church, we (Golden Hills
Community Church) must recognize that we are saved by God’s
grace. We are adopted as His sons (even the ladies), and now
receive the full benefits that come with being “in” Jesus—who
is the true offspring of Abraham (Gal. 3:29). The entire biblical
story can almost be summed up in this passage. Yahweh, the Triune God, desires to dwell with His creation, and because He is
inter-personal (meaning, He has existed in eternal fellowship with
Himself), He intends to be inter-personal with His creation. And
because we’ve been made members of His family (as heirs to the
covenantal promise to Abraham), we too are to be inter-personal
with other members of our family, regardless of ethnicity, gender,
or socio-economic status.

“God is saving His
people from death and
restoring what was lost
at the Fall.”
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Gospel Implications for Us
GRACE, NOT RACE
The eternal, all-powerful, Triune God of the world saved people
who were His enemies, including you and me. As Philippians 2
describes, Jesus was eternally in the form of God but gave that
up (and humiliated Himself) to be obedient to the Father and
serve others (Phil. 2:1–11). If the all-powerful God of the universe
can lower Himself to us, then we should have a much easier time
to humble ourselves in how we view others.
Paul proclaims that through faith, we have become one in Christ,
and so ethnic, gender, and social divisions should never negatively impact the local church. While God has certainly granted
different gifts to different people (as we do not all have the same
function), we are certainly all the same in status—as we have
been adopted as sons of God, and therefore are heirs (beneficiaries) to the promises made to Abraham.
This is how we must live, not as brothers and sisters who fight
or try to manipulate, abuse, seek to control, or take advantage
of each other, but as a royal family that understands that we’ve
been placed into this family by grace.

The eternal, all-powerful, Triune
God of the world saved people
who were His enemies, including
you and me.

GALATIANS 3:15–4:6
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			The early Christians were primarily Jewish, and often struggled
with the inclusion of Gentiles into the covenantal promises that
God made to the patriarchs. In what ways might you struggle with
others within the church (especially those who might be different
from you)?
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
What are ways that the church (specifically in our modern
American culture) might struggle in how we view, and act towards,
people of different ethnicities, genders, or socio-economic
groups?

			How does the gospel shape the way we ought to live in Christian
community (regarding these things)?

GALATIANS 3:15–4:6

		GOSPEL
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
In light of the gospel, what are ways that we (as heirs to the
Offspring) can be a blessing to the world?
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A PLEA
FOR
GOSPEL
PURITY
G AL ATIANS 4:8–20
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Galatians 4:8–20

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 4:8–20
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OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

What does Paul accuse the Galatians of doing? What is the proof
he cites?

2		What does Paul suggest as the reason the Galatians have turned
from his teaching?

3		What repeated imagery (words or phrases that give you a mental
picture of emotions or actions) does Paul use, and what are they
used to describe?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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Those that by nature are not gods (4:8) This refers to the demonic
spirits of the Gentile-Galatians’ former religion, to whom Paul says
they were previously enslaved. A similar statement is made in 1
Corinthians 10:20, regarding pagan sacrifices.
Or rather to be known by God (4:9) Paul clarifies that God made
the first move to save the Galatians. They came to know Him because He first knew them. This also implies that a personal relationship with God can be obtained through knowing Him.
Days and months and seasons and years (4:10) As a symbol of
His covenant with His people, God required Israel to observe the
ceremonial laws of the Mosaic covenant; for example, Passover
(Lev. 23:5), Day of Atonement (Lev. 23:28), and Sabbath year for
the land (Lev. 25:4). The Galatians had begun observing these laws
also, though they are under a new covenant which does not have
the same symbols (see Col. 2:16–17, Luke 22:19–20).
Bodily ailment (4:13) Paul originally had the opportunity to preach
the gospel to the Galatians because he suffered some unknown
illness that detained him in Galatia. Paul’s mention of his illness
brings attention to God’s initiative in saving the Galatians, showing
that God ordained Paul’s illness so the Galatians would know Him.
Your blessedness (4:15) Most likely refers to the joy and peace
that comes from believing the gospel and receiving the Holy Spirit.
Another possible meaning could refer to the blessing they felt by
having Paul with them as a messenger of Christ, since having an
apostle among them was like having Christ himself there (Matt.
10:40).
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“...God made the first move
to save the Galatians. They
came to know Him because
He first knew them.”
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UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
TRUE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD
Instead of distinguishing between a false gospel and the true gospel,
the Galatians turned to the false message they heard. In 4:8–9, Paul
focused on who the Galatians were before they knew God versus after
knowing God. When they did not know God, they were enslaved to demonic forces, “elementary principles” of the world. But then, they came
to know God, “or rather to be known by God” (4:9), since He initiated the
relationship. They were given adoption as sons (4:5), and thus, personal
relationship with God. Paul had preached to them the true gospel, and
they had responded to it (4:15). Yet even after knowing Him, they have
enslaved themselves to the ceremonial laws of the Mosaic covenant.
The Jewish laws and customs of the Mosaic covenant signified God’s
covenant with Israel that “if you will indeed obey my voice and keep
my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among all peoples”
(Exod. 19:5). The laws were a good and gracious gift to the Israelites
because they were a reminder of what God intended for His people. But
Paul was anguished that the Galatians have begun observing these laws.
Paul was not saying the law is bad, but rather, that when the law is put
above the gospel, it is no longer God’s law—it becomes a false gospel.
This, because the Mosaic Covenant and its symbols, pointed to their
ultimate fulfillment, Christ (Matt. 5:17–18; Rom. 8:3–4). By subjecting
themselves to the Old Covenant’s symbols, they deny that Christ fulfilled the Mosaic Covenant, and they shortchange themselves. The law
was never intended to save on its own, but to create a desire and longing
for Christ, who is “the end of the law for righteousness to everyone who
believes” (Rom. 10:4).

GALATIANS 4:8–20
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“Paul is not saying the law is
bad, but rather, that when the
law is put above the gospel, it is
no longer God’s law—it becomes
a false gospel.”
The Galatians’ return to enslavement suggests that they do
not know God, His promises, and His salvation (4:9), and
so they are easily led astray by false teachers. This leads
Paul to fear, “I may have labored over you in vain” (4:11).
Similar to this rebuke of the Galatians, in 2 Peter, Peter
warns believers who might be tempted to listen to false
teachers, “it would have been better for them [believers]
never to have known the way of righteousness than after
knowing it to turn back from the holy commandment delivered to them” (2 Pet. 2:21).
Paul wonders at the change they have undergone, from
receiving him as a messenger of Christ to treating him as
“an enemy” for telling them the truth (4:16). False teachers, interested in elevating themselves before the Jewish
leaders, had infiltrated the church in Galatia, attempting
to make them look like Jews to curry favor. Paul accuses
false teachers of wanting to “shut you out, that you may
make much of them” (4:17). But Paul begs the Galatians to
follow his example and live in freedom from the rules and
rites of the Mosaic law through living by faith in Christ,
knowing the gospel and not straying from it (4:12).
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Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
THE LAW FULFILLED
Why would someone continue hoping to receive a gift they have
already received? Paul points out the folly of still observing customs and ceremonies that point to Christ when Christ has already
arrived. The law does not provide salvation, and trying to follow it
in order to be saved is really an attempt to be justified by one’s own
works. But Scripture is clear on this—no one is justified by their
works alone. Only by believing in the atoning work of Christ and
being covered in His righteousness can people be justified (Rom.
3:22–25, 5:1).
His sacrifice was perfect and sufficient so that those who believe in
Him receive glorious life in the Spirit, freedom from bondage to elementary principles (4:3; John 8:36; Acts 13:39; Rom. 8:3–4), and
freedom to have relationship with God (Eph. 3:12; Col. 1:21–23). In
fact, true knowledge of Christ is our life and our gift (John 17:3).

GALATIANS 4:8–20

1 		What is the main reason Paul is so upset that the Galatians
have begun observing Jewish holidays? Is the observance
intrinsically wrong?

2 		In what ways have the Galatians turned back to their old
enslavement?

3 		Why do the false teachers have so much success leading the
Galatians astray?
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in Our Context

THE LIE OF SELF-HELP
We have false gospels at our fingertips, in front of our
eyes every day. The world has strayed far from true
knowledge of God, and false gospels are presented as
“self-help.” Self-help is the opposite of the gospel: you
write your own story. On the surface, Christians easily
identify the lie. Obviously, we need God; we can’t save
ourselves, no matter how hard we try. But even though
we know salvation is “not a result of works, so that no
one may boast” (Eph. 2:9), we forget the true gospel. This
was why the Galatians turned towards laws and customs,
exchanging knowledge of God for “righteous living” (4:9).
They believed they were in control, and so do we.
Like the young man who prays the sinner’s prayer at every
altar call, fearing the last time wasn’t enough, we try to
perform for God’s favor. We bought a false gospel, one
that says Christ’s atonement didn’t justify us, we have to
do it ourselves. We have to be more loving, more obedient—all by our own power. We want to control God, make
Him save us by our righteousness, a prayer, or an action,
even though He warned us that our righteousness is nothing apart from Him (Rom. 3:10). So why do we pretend
we’re in control?

“The truth is, the gospel
is not firstly about us;
it’s about Him.”

GALATIANS 4:8–20
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fidence, knowing we don’t need to
pray the sinner’s prayer at every
turn because we are already justified through Christ, and sanctified
through the Spirit. We don’t have to
earn or doubt God’s favor because
He already bestowed it. He did the
work, He gets the glory. Ours is
eternal, unshakable joy.
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Gospel Implications for Us
KNOWING GOD’S GLORY
The gospel is not just a message about our salvation, it is a declaration of the nature of the God we serve. We serve a good God
who loves His people and saves them not by their merit, but from
the abundance of His mercy. We get to live in the joy and freedom of His promise to redeem us through the death, burial, and
resurrection of Christ, but we also get to participate in the spread
of this message—not so we can earn more favor, but because we
are compelled to spread God’s glory to as many places as we can
reach.
Paul warns the Galatians that false teachers have led them astray
from the gospel for their own gain; may we never do the same,
but continually glorify God in the midst of our failures and the
mundane details of our life. May we confidently approach Him,
knowing we are covered in Christ’s righteousness, and may we
share the gospel in word and deed. The more we know Him, the
better we will know ourselves and the truth. To Him be glory and
honor forever.
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			In what ways do I put myself at the center of the gospel?

			How does this affect my ability to worship God?
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
How can your Small Group help each other identify false gospels
you encounter, or unwittingly believe?

			In what ways can you encourage honest examination as a group?

GALATIANS 4:8–20

		GOSPEL
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
How should we talk about the law, morality, and righteous living in
light of the gospel?

			What attitude should we take towards disobedience by others in
the church, ourselves, and non-believers?
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Galatians 4:21–5:1

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 4:21–5:1
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OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

Who were Abraham’s two sons?

2		How does Paul connect the Galatians to the promises (in the same
way Isaac was connected)?

3		How does Paul want the Galatians to view Hagar and her son?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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“The children of the
promise, those brought
into sonship by Christ’s
perfect sacrifice, will
inherit the blessings of
the Mosaic covenant...”

GALATIANS 4:21–5:1

DEFINING
One by a slave woman and one by a free woman (4:22) Hagar,
the mother of Abraham’s first son (Ishmael), was an Egyptian servant working for Sarah, Abraham’s wife (Gen. 16). Sarah eventually
gave birth to a son (Gen. 21:1–7).
Allegorically (4:24) An illustration or story with deeper meaning.
Typically, most elements of the story, like characters, setting, or plot
event, are symbolic representations of that meaning. An example of
allegory would be The Pilgrim’s Progress by John Bunyan.
According to the flesh (4:23, 29) The phrase is used in several other places in the New Testament (John 8:5; Rom. 1:3, 4:1,
8:4–13, 9:3–5; 2 Cor. 1:17, 5:16, 10:2–3, 11:18). In some of these
contexts, the phrase can refer to lineage or relationships by
blood connection (Rom. 1:3), but in most contexts, including
here, it refers to human corruption by sin.
Born through promise (4:23) In Genesis 18:10, God promises a son
to Sarah in her old age. Isaac is the son born from that promise
and is the line from which the Israelites are descended (1 Chron.
1:28–54). Even before that, God promised to Abraham that he will
make him a “great nation” and bless the whole earth through him
(Gen. 12:2).
Mount Sinai (4:24) This is the mountain on which Moses met God
and received the Ten Commandments (Exod. 19–20).
The present Jerusalem (4:25) At the time of Paul’s writing this letter, Jerusalem represented the Jews who had not accepted Jesus
as Israel’s long-awaited Messiah.
The Jerusalem above (4:26) The heavenly Jerusalem, where God’s
people (Jew and Gentile alike) currently dwell in God’s Kingdom
(in a spiritual sense), but will ultimately be with Him for eternity
(Rev. 21:9–27).
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UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
THE SONS OF ABRAHAM
Paul gave the Galatians an illustration from the story of Abraham and
Sarah to help them understand the danger of taking the fulfillment of
God’s promises into their own hands. God promised in Genesis 12:2
that He would make Abraham a great nation. But in Genesis 15, after
many years without children, Abraham was discouraged, and God told
him, “your very own son shall be your heir” (Gen. 15:4). Since Sarah was
beyond the age of childbearing (Gen. 18:13), Sarah and Abraham decided the way to have a son must be through another woman (Gen. 16:2).
So Abraham slept with Sarah’s servant, Hagar. Ishmael was born, but
Yahweh appeared again to Abraham and told him that Ishmael was not
the son with whom He will establish His covenant (Gen. 17:20–21). The
covenant will be established through Isaac, “whom Sarah shall bear to
you at this time next year” (Gen. 17:21).
Paul says these women, Hagar and Sarah, are “two covenants” (4:24).
Hagar represented a covenant of the flesh, in which Abraham took
God’s promise and tried to fulfill it on his own. Paul connected Hagar
with Mount Sinai (4:25), the place God gave the law to Moses because
the Galatians were using the law in the same way Abraham used Hagar
to try to fulfill God’s promises. And the “present Jerusalem” is enslaved
to this same system of trying to earn salvation because they rejected
the fulfillment, Jesus Christ (4:25). This would have horrified the Jews
because they were proud to be sons of Abraham. They believed it meant
they were sons of God’s promise, but Paul says not so. They were slaves
to their interpretation of the law, and as such, would not inherit God’s
kingdom (4:30).
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Paul says, “you who desire to be under the law, do you not
listen to the law?” (4:21), because the law was a symbol
of a covenant promise: if the Israelites kept His covenant,
God would make them “my treasured possession among
all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to
me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Exod. 19:5–6).
The law itself was good, which is why the Bible is clear
that the immoral will not inherit the kingdom of God (1
Cor. 6:9–10). Even Jesus said to follow the commandments (Matt. 5:19). But the law does not justify (or make
someone righteous), and those who try to keep it apart
from Christ are in slavery (2:16).
The sons of promise come not from human enterprising
but from God’s perfect will. The law does not justify them:
Christ does (John 8:34–36). Sarah, who could not have
children by human power, gave birth to Isaac because God
promised to make it so. She represented freedom from observing the law to earn God’s approval because God fulfills
the promise. He gave His Son, Jesus, in order to fulfill the
law and justify those who put their trust in His promises
(Rom. 3:21–22). The children of the promise, those brought
into sonship by Christ’s perfect sacrifice, will inherit the
blessings of the Mosaic covenant, being “a chosen race, a
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for His own possession” (1 Pet. 2:9).
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Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
THE LAW FULFILLED
Jesus is the only redemption we have from the penalty of sin and
death. Observing the law will not save us because we can never
observe it perfectly, only Christ could. And Christ already has,
so we now can follow the law from obedience, not for justification. The Spirit has been given to us by God’s grace to help us
live in accordance with God’s law (Rom. 8:4). Now the children of
the promise, the church, whom Jesus bought by His blood, are
adopted as sons into the family of God to glorify Him with their
obedience and love (Matt. 5:16; Rom. 13:8).

GALATIANS 4:21–5:1

1 		Why were Hagar and Sarah a good parallel for the law
versus freedom in Christ?

2 		Who are the children of slavery? Who are the children of
promise? What distinguishes one from the other?

3 		What does Paul say is the point of distinguishing between
children of slavery and children of the promise?
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in Our Context

THE LIE OF LEGALISM
We suffer from misunderstanding the law and freedom, just
as the Galatians did. Because we doubt God’s promises or
think we need to do something to make them happen, we
lose confidence in our salvation. We become so afraid of sin
that we actually give it power over us; “the sting of death is
sin, and the power of sin is the law” (1 Cor. 15:56). And because we don’t realize that grace allows us to recognize our
sin (Eph. 4:17–19), we sin with despair, we think that we are
not good enough, we blame God for not keeping us from sin,
or we compare ourselves to other sinners so we don’t feel
so bad. The form this quickly takes in church culture today
is legalism. Legalism tells us to stay far away from even a
hint of sin so we can prove to God, and to ourselves, that we
are saved. Legalism isolates us from culture and non-believers so we can fulfill the law, as we have interpreted it. This
keeps us from experiencing God’s good gifts, and creates a
judgmental attitude towards those around us. We must remember that Christ will reconcile all things to Himself, even
the things humans have distorted and abused (Col. 1:20).

“We await an inheritance,
hope beyond ourselves, in
which Christ returns and
claims His kingdom.”

GALATIANS 4:21–5:1
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We don’t easily recognize the difference between self-righteousness and
obedience, and because it’s difficult to examine our hearts to determine our
motivations, we might choose legalism, the easy way out. We often deny that
God can redeem the things of this earth, and we make a blanket statement
that something is “good” or “bad,” so we can make more rules for ourselves
so we can feel more righteous. We don’t even notice we’re doing it, most of
the time. It’s so comfortable to pretend we’re in control. But legalism ignores
the heart condition, as Jesus said, “This people honors Me with their lips, but
their heart is far from Me” (Matt. 15:8).
Our “righteousness” sometimes has good effects, so we convince ourselves
we’re following God’s will. Good things may come from trying to follow God
in our own strength, just like Ishmael still fathered a nation though he was the
product of a human attempt to fulfill God’s promise. But the blessings from
“righteous” living will not be the blessings God has promised—they will be
pale imitations of the glorious riches He predestined us for. God promised
Abraham not just many descendants, but a descendant who would bless the
whole earth—Christ—from the line of Isaac. Why trade the blessings of God
for a lifetime of slavery?
We await an inheritance, hope beyond ourselves, in which Christ returns and
claims His kingdom. On that day, His people will be judged righteous not by
their works, but by His righteousness, which was given by grace through faith
(Eph. 2:8). Until that day, we are His ambassadors, making known the message of reconciliation to God through the cross (2 Cor. 5:18–20).
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Gospel Implications for Us
CHRIST IS OUR CONFIDENCE
We are the people of God, called to live in obedience according
to His perfect law by the power of the Spirit, who lives in us.
We don’t have to fear our sin because our salvation was accomplished by Jesus. Our sin and our obedience both serve the same
purpose, to glorify God, which is our confidence. We don’t have
to worry about our reputation or success because He is sovereign over those things and will always bring about His glory. And
when we submit ourselves to His will, we are told that we will be
a holy priesthood, mediating between God and man in the world,
taking part in the reconciliation of all things to Christ. Since we
are already saved by Christ, we can now delight in our obedience
to His will because of His gift of the Holy Spirit to us. Not by our
strength, but only by His are we counted righteous, redeemed,
and reconciled.

GALATIANS 4:21–5:1
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			How am I living by my own strength?

			Are there any areas I doubt God can redeem in my life?

			How do I doubt God’s promises?
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
How do we practice accountability and lovingly rebuke sin
amongst each other without becoming judgmental or legalistic?

GALATIANS 4:21–5:1

		GOSPEL
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
What about this message would be radical for non-Christians to
hear?

			How is this message different from how Christians are typically
understood in our culture at large?
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Galatians 5:2–15

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 5:2–15

141

OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

What teaching is Paul arguing against?

2		What verbs (actions) does Paul encourage the Galatians to do?

3		What verbs (actions) does Paul encourage the Galatians not to do?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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If you accept circumcision (5:2) Paul does not condemn circumcision
itself as evil. Rather, false teachers claimed that circumcision was a requirement of salvation, along with faith in Christ. It was this teaching of
circumcision to achieve salvation that Paul refutes (Acts 15:1, 5).
Severed from Christ…fallen away from grace (5:4) Paul does not claim
the loss of salvation, that the Galatians were once saved and now are not.
Rather, he claimed that if they accept circumcision (and adhered to the
Mosaic law as a requirement to follow the Messiah), then they drift and
depart from their original, true doctrine of Christ and grace alone.
A little leaven leavens the whole lump (5:9) This phrase was a common
proverb during Paul’s time, and he used it also in his letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 5:6) Paul explained that similar to leaven or yeast, this
false teaching can spread and have a negative effect on all the churches
in Galatia.
Called to freedom (5:13) Christian freedom is a freedom of conscience
from earning or meriting the favor of God. However, Paul warns against
using this freedom as license and an opportunity for the flesh (i.e., our
sinful nature). We have been freed from slavery to sin and have been
made slaves of righteousness (see Rom. 6:15–19).
The whole law is fulfilled in one word (5:14) Paul quotes Lev. 19:18 here,
and Jesus makes a similar claim when answering the lawyer about which
command is the greatest (Matt. 22:34–40). The entirety of the Mosaic
Law can be summed up in two commands: Love God and love others. In
fact, the two tablets of the Ten Commandments given to Moses at Mount
Sinai can be divided into these two categories also—the first category
containing commands about loving God (no other gods, honor the Sabbath, etc.) and the second category containing commands about loving
others (honor father and mother, do not murder, do not steal, etc.).

GALATIANS 5:2–15

“Christian freedom
is a freedom of
conscience from
earning or meriting
the favor of God.”

143

144

WEEK NINE

UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
FREEDOM FROM THE LAW

After having declared that Christ has set believers free (5:1), Paul explains the implications of the agitators’ teaching. Departing from the
doctrine of salvation by grace alone, through faith alone (Eph. 2:8), the
agitators taught that salvation required not only faith in Christ, but adherence to circumcision and Jewish custom as well. Paul testifies that if
anyone accepts this view of circumcision, then he seeks to be justified
by the law (5:4), and is obligated to keep the whole law (5:3), and Christ
is of no advantage to him (5:2).
The agitators sought not to exclude Christ from salvation entirely, but
rather to add Christ to circumcision and works of the law. However,
Paul had just finished placing Mount Sinai and the children of slavery
and Hagar (hopelessness) in opposition to Jerusalem and the children
of the free woman (the promise; 4:21–31). One cannot be a child of
both. This is why Paul argues that “Christ will be of no advantage” (5:2)
to someone who seeks to be under both Christ and the law. Any gospel
that gives only a part of the credit of salvation to Christ does not get
the benefits of Christ at all, and is, in fact, no gospel at all. Salvation
belongs wholly to Christ, or not at all. Conversely, if part of salvation is
given to part of the law, such as circumcision, then it must entirely be
given to the law, and the entire law must be kept.
Paul does not condemn the act of circumcision itself as evil. If he required uncircumcision for salvation, he would commit the same heresy
as the agitators. Rather, “in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through love” (5:6).
When united to Christ by faith, His perfect obedience and fulfillment of
the law is applied to believers, and faith is displayed in love to God and
others.

GALATIANS 5:2–15

“Salvation belongs wholly to
Christ, or not at all.”
Paul then condemns the agitators for their false teaching
and encouraged the Galatians to hold to the true gospel
(5:7–10). These false teachers may have claimed that Paul
himself advocated their teaching of circumcision in order
to validate it, but Paul flatly denies it, asking “if I, brothers,
still preach circumcision, why am I still being persecuted?”
(5:11). While the false teachers urged the Galatians to be
circumcised in order to avoid persecution, Paul’s persecution and suffering further proved his preaching of the true
gospel of Christ and the cross. Persecution often reveals
and accompanies the proclaiming of the true gospel, as
evidenced by many prophets of the Old Testament, Jesus
Himself, and many of the earliest believers.
Finally, Paul reminds the Galatians that their freedom from
the law ought to result in serving one another in love (5:13–
14). He warns against the temptation to use this freedom
as “an opportunity for the flesh” (5:13), as a license to sin.
Rather, free from the legal demands of the law, they can
now serve one another in genuine Christian love, rather
than a means to be justified before God. Instead of biting
and devouring one another (5:15), the Galatians ought to
be united and obey Jesus’ command: “By this all people
will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one
another” (John 13:35).
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Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
THE GOSPEL OF GRACE
What makes the good news so good is the fact that Jesus has
freed sinners from the slavery of sin, and has redeemed them to
Himself—for no other reason but that God is rich in mercy and
abounds in steadfast love. While the Galatians were tempted to
believe otherwise, God does not save on account of circumcision,
ethnicity, or any other work or merit. Instead, Jesus takes on the
wrath deserved for the sinner and imputes (transfers) His own
righteousness to the sinner by undeserved, unmerited, unearned
favor—which is also known as GRACE.
Any attempt to add to the requirements of salvation (and the freedom that God’s people have been given) takes away from the
grace of God. The only proper response to this freedom is to
display our grace-given-faith in love for God and others.

GALATIANS 5:2–15

1 		What do the agitators teach about circumcision?

2 		How does their teaching differ from the true gospel?

3 		How does Paul encourage the Galatians to use their
freedom from the law?
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RESPONDING
in Our Context

FAITH WORKING THROUGH LOVE, NOT
MORALISM
While our culture today may not struggle with the temptation to be circumcised (in order to be right with God), the
same principle expresses itself in different ways, equally as tempting and damning as what the Galatians were
tempted. Perhaps these questions sound familiar: Did I
read my Bible enough today? Did I pray enough today?
Did I evangelize enough today? Did I speak in tongues
enough this week? Am I volunteering enough?
While some of these questions are helpful to ask, we need
to make sure we know the answer to this question: enough
for what? If we try to read our bibles enough to be saved,
or if we try to pray enough to outweigh our sins, then we
practice the same heresy the agitators preached. Jesus
has freed us from the law, from having to work in order to
be made right with God. Jesus has already made us right
with God through His death and resurrection. Reading,
speaking in tongues, evangelizing, or any other thing we
do (as good as those things are) cannot bring us salvation
any more than circumcision can.
We also need to be careful in what we teach our families,
students, peers, or anyone else that God has put under
our authority and influence. If the main thrust of our lesson is “Be a Better Man,” or “Dare to Be a Daniel,” or
“Five Ways to be a Better Wife,” without grounding any of
those exhortations in the finished work of Jesus and the
redemption of sinners, we are not teaching Christianity,
we are teaching moralism.
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All of these things, however, have their proper place in Paul’s exhortation—
faith working through love (5:6). These are results of the gospel, and should
not be confused with the gospel. We love one another, we read our Bibles,
we evangelize, and we pray because Jesus has saved us, not in order to be
saved. Jesus’ work enables us to exercise our faith in love.
While we have been set free from the law by God’s grace, we ought to remember Paul’s warning to “not use your freedom as an opportunity for the
flesh, but through love serve one another” (5:13). Freedom from the law does
not mean we are free to do whatever we want. It is not simply a “get out of
Hell free” card. Our freedom was not cheap but was purchased with the
precious blood of an innocent Christ. As the author of Hebrews warns, “How
much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the one who has
trampled underfoot the Son of God and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace?” (Heb.
10:29).
Rather, we are no longer slaves, but free sons and daughters of the living
God, conquerors and coheirs with Christ, and ought to live as such. We often
ask questions like, “Is this sin?” or “how far is too far?” But as Paul commands, we ought instead to ask, “Am I loving my brother in doing this?” The
only proper response to so great a salvation is thankfulness and a life that
reflects the love that we have been shown in Christ.

“Jesus has freed us from the law,
from having to work in order to be
made right with God.”
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Gospel Implications for Us
THE SOLUTION TO PRIDE AND DESPAIR
Moralism, having to behave good enough, leads a person to either pride or despair, and ultimately damns them to Hell. Moralism can cause one to think he is worthy of salvation, that all the
things he is doing earns him a spot in Heaven. It can also lead one
to despair when beholding God’s law and seeing the reality that
he cannot meet it, he can be left hopeless and helpless.
The gospel, however, both humbles the proud and lifts up the
helpless. The gospel humbles the proud and says, “As much good
as you think you do, you still are not perfect, and you still fall
short of the glory of God.” It agrees with the helpless, but also
lifts up, saying, “Yes, you cannot fulfill the law, and there is no
way you possibly can. But, there is someone who has done it for
you.” We need always to be reminded of this true gospel. Freed
from moralism, we can now serve one another in genuine love, as
sons and daughters of the King, purchased with the same blood
of Jesus.

GALATIANS 5:2–15
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			We as Christians have been set free from the law, and are commanded to work out our faith in love as a demonstration of
Christ’s incredible work in us. How are you working out your faith
in love?

			If you aren’t, what are some ways you can start?
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			
While the agitators taught circumcision as a requirement of
salvation, any other work could be taught through the lens of
moralism or legalism also. For example, speaking in tongues
or serving as an usher in order to be saved is just as bad as
circumcision for salvation. How do we keep ourselves from
thinking moralistically or legalistically?

			What is the proper way of viewing these works?

GALATIANS 5:2–15
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

		
How can we lovingly correct others who try to mix the gospel with
something else?

			Are there effective ways to do this while still maintaining a
relationship in which we are seen as a “safe person” (and not
merely being judgmental)?
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Gospel Love Flows from
Gospel Freedom
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Galatians 5:16–26

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 5:16–26
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OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

What steps, regarding the Spirit, does Paul encourage the
Galatians to engage?

2		What does the flesh produce? What does the Spirit produce?

3		How does Paul describe what Christians should do to the flesh?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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“We must listen to the
Spirit’s word, discern
His will, and follow His
guidance every day.”

GALATIANS 5:16–26

DEFINING
The Spirit (5:16) When Paul references “the Spirit” he means the
Holy Spirit Himself who renews and regenerates us, first giving us a
new nature and then remaining to dwell in us, providing conviction,
direction, and the power to obey.
Walk by the Spirit (5:16) To walk by the Spirit (or to be led by the
Spirit) means to follow our Teacher around. In this context, Paul
is talking about the daily life of the believer. We must listen to the
Spirit’s word, discern His will, and follow His guidance every day.
It’s important to note this is not describing the life of the “super
Christian” or those who are more spiritually mature. Paul is talking
about the healthy life of every Christian.
The fruit of the Spirit (5:22) This describes attitudes, desires, and
actions produced by the Holy Spirit in the life of a believer. Although this is not an exhaustive list of all the possible virtues the
Spirit could produce in and through a Christian, it does help us
recognize evidence of how God works in our lives. As we abide in
Christ, He produces these fruits in us.
The flesh (5:16) This term describes the sinful nature that all people
have inherited (it is not referring to our physical bodies). Paul used
the word “flesh” in just about every epistle he wrote. It describes
the fallen human nature handed down from Adam, as humans are
incapable of conforming to or even wanting to, obey God’s holy
law.
Have crucified the flesh (5:24) This phrase, metaphorically speaking, describes our attitude toward the flesh. We are to take the
flesh, our willful and wayward self, and nail it to the cross, rendering it inoperable (but not powerless). This is Paul’s graphic
description of repentance, of turning our back on the old life of
selfishness and sin, renouncing it finally and utterly.
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UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context

CHRISTIAN CONFLICT, CHRISTIAN VICTORY
Up to this point, Paul had spent the bulk of his letter confronting the
legalism brought into the Galatian churches by the agitators. While the
heresy of salvation by grace plus observance to the law will remain in the
background of all that Paul wrote, in Chapter 5 he shifted his attention to
another serious problem affecting the Galatians. The idea of “freedom in
Christ” was being misunderstood to mean “freedom to indulge the flesh.”
At the end of the previous section, Paul challenged the Galatian believers
not to misuse their newfound freedom by abusing each other. Paul sternly
warned them about this, “But if you bite and devour one another, watch
out that you are not consumed by one another” (5:15).
Paul then expounds on what it means to live by “the acts of the flesh”
as contrasted to life “in the Spirit.” Paul’s structure in these verses follows the pattern of Greco-Roman “vice-virtue” lists, commonly found in
other forms of literature in the ancient world. These kinds of lists were
effective ways for writers in the first century to characterize unacceptable behavior and then compare it to what the life of a model citizen in
Greek society would look like; the goal for pagan Gentiles was to become “virtuous” in how they behaved. Paul is Christianizing a popular
method of communication, not merely speaking of vices and virtues,
but ultimately presenting how the Spirit empowers God’s people to live
differently than before. This was the inner conflict the Galatians were
facing—the ongoing battle between the desires of their flesh, and the
desires of the Spirit.

GALATIANS 5:16–26
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“They were not alone; they
were not abandoned; they only
needed to look to the Spirit
dwelling in them for the ability
to overcome the flesh and to
live lives that honored God.”
Paul’s summary of vices contains fifteen items. His grouping here was
not intended by the Apostle to be an exhaustive list of every possible sin
the Galatians could commit, but rather a summary of the awful kinds
of behaviors manifested by sinful, rebellious humanity apart from the
influence of God’s Spirit. The description of life “by the Spirit” contains
nine items that represent the Spirit’s influence in a believer’s life. As
with the list of vices previously mentioned, this list was not intended to
contain every virtue the Holy Spirit is capable of producing. Paul uses
the word “fruit” to describe this collection of qualities that, to some
degree, will be present in the life of one who belongs to Jesus Christ.
However, for all the challenges the Galatians faced in dealing with the
flesh (their sinful nature), they were also greatly encouraged by Paul that
they could overcome the flesh by living their lives in close connection to
the Spirit. Even though they had failed on multiple levels, they still belonged to Jesus. Paul encouraged them to be led by the Spirit, to keep
in step with the Spirit, and to live their lives every day by the power of
the Spirit. They were not alone; they were not abandoned; they only
needed to look to the Spirit dwelling in them for the ability to overcome
the flesh and to live lives that honored God. Paul encouraged them to
draw on the Spirit’s power to produce the kind of attitudes and actions
that would enable them to love their neighbor as themselves, thereby
fulfilling God’s holy law.
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Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
A GOSPEL-CENTERED LIFE
This must have been such a difficult letter for Paul to write. He
loved the Galatian believers. He risked his life to bring the gospel
to them. However, that love compelled him to not only challenge
his brothers and sisters on some pretty serious matters of the
heart, but also to remind them of the fact that Jesus Christ purchased their freedom by offering Himself on the cross.
Through His life, death, and resurrection, Jesus provided not
only the way for the Galatians to enter into a right relationship
with God, but also provided the example for how to live with God
and each other. What Jesus accomplished through His perfect
life, His sacrificial death, and His victory over sin through the resurrection was attributed to them by grace through faith. What an
encouragement this gospel reminder must have been to them!

GALATIANS 5:16–26

1 		Describe the conflict the Galatian believers had with the
flesh (their sin nature).

2 		What was Paul trying to accomplish by comparing the fruits
of the flesh to the fruit of the Spirit?

3 		How was Paul trying to encourage the Galatians in this
passage?
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in Our Context

VICTORY BY THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT
It’s so easy to pick on the Galatians (and other first-century
Christians who failed miserably), saying to ourselves that what
happened to them could never happen to me: “I would never
fall away from God’s grace.” “I would never chase after a false
gospel.” “I don’t follow the flesh; I follow the Spirit!” Interestingly, there are many Christians today who make similar claims
but end up doing the very things they swore they would never
do. How does this happen? Don’t forget that one of the ways the
flesh operates so effectively is by deception. We can be going
along, living our Christian lives, completely unaware of how the
deceitful desires of our flesh are actually compromising us and
leading us astray.
Right now, you might be saying, “I don’t sense this big conflict
going on inside me.” If that’s you, my friend, that statement is a
major red flag. The conflict Paul was addressing with the Galatian believers was not unique to them. The battle between the
flesh and the Spirit is something all Christians deal with, then
and now. If you are not sensing an inner struggle going on, you
are either ignoring the warning signs because you are unable to
address what’s going on in your heart, or maybe you don’t have
the Spirit at all. The Apostle Paul struggled with the flesh, and it
left him crying out to God, “Wretched man that I am! Who will
deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom. 7:24).

“Our actions are always
motivated by an attitude,
a belief system, or other
evil desires.”

GALATIANS 5:16–26
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Thanks be to God for Jesus Christ!
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do I walk by the Spirit?” Great
question! Paul tells us first to be
aware of how our flesh is operating in our hearts. Notice the list

what if we discover that we are worshipping the gifts instead of the One
who provides those gifts? Or that
we are creating division in the body
of Christ through gossip?

Paul provided describing the works

Keeping in step with the Spirit also

of the flesh. Every one of the sins

means deepening our relationship

listed there originates from the

with God through His Word and

heart. Our actions are always mo-

through prayer. As we humbly draw

tivated by an attitude, a belief

near to God, with an open heart,

system, or other evil desires. Are

ready to worship Him for who He

we able to recognize when we are

is, the Spirit begins to produce

being self-centered, jealous, im-

the kind of good fruit that results

pure, resentful, or greedy? Are we

in loving, sacrificial relationships,

looking for these flaws? Keeping

and a desire to obey His law out of

in step with the Spirit will natural-

gratitude, not duty.

ly cause these sinful attitudes to be

166

WEEK TEN

Gospel Implications for Us
THE GOSPEL, THE SPIRIT, AND OUR LIVES
Can you see in this passage the need to keep the gospel central
in our daily lives? We were saved by grace through faith in what
Jesus Christ accomplished for us through His life, death, and
resurrection. May we never move on from these truths. May we
never drift away from believing the gospel has the power not only
to rescue us, but to keep us safe in God’s grace. May we never resort to human effort to accomplish what only Jesus Christ
and His Spirit can provide, a right relationship with God and the
power to live our lives for His glory. May we never outgrow the
gospel!

GALATIANS 5:16–26
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			This passage boldly proclaims that we can have victory in our
Christian life by crucifying the flesh daily, and keeping in step with
the Holy Spirit. How does this look in your life right now?

			How does God show you the ways the flesh operates in your
heart?

			
			Describe how you stay connected with God by reading His Word
and praying.
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			In what ways do we struggle in our churches (today) with the same
kind of things the Galatian churches struggled with?

			How can we find encouragement with the words Paul wrote to his
friends in Galatia?
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

			One of the unfortunate outcomes of a community ravaged
by people led astray (by the desires of the flesh) is broken
relationships. Discuss how we can intentionally guard against
this in the communities we belong to, as we rely on the Spirit and
follow His leading.

			What would our Christian communities look like if the Spirit was
producing fruit regularly?
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Walking in Faith by the Spirit
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OBSERVING
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Galatians 6:1–10

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 6:1–10
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OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

Whose job is it, and what qualifies a person, to restore someone
else in a spirit of gentleness?

2		What role does “doing good” play in the life of the Christian?

3		Who is the Christian supposed to “do good to”?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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DEFINING
You who are spiritual (6:1) This phrase may sound
like Paul is alluding to a “more” spiritual Christian,
but having that kind of idea in mind would create
elitist Christians. However, looking at what Paul just
said in Chapter 5, he does not mean someone who is
“more” Christian. This phrase is talking about those
who have the Spirit, which is received by faith in the
gospel message. Therefore, people are “spiritual”
when they have the Spirit (which is something that all
true believers have).
The law of Christ (6:2) There are two main ideas for
what this phrase is referring to 1) A type of summary of the Mosaic Law (also known as the Torah) that
is now fulfilled by Jesus. 2) That this is a secondary
law based on the teachings of Jesus. Ultimately, the
contrast that Paul is presenting is that followers of
the Messiah don’t need to perfectly obey Torah (especially by becoming circumcised), but need to love
God and neighbor.
For each will have to bear his own load (6:5) This
passage creates a tension. While we are responsible for ourselves and must avoid enabling others (or
being codependent), Christians still have a responsibility to care for our spiritual family. This does not
take away one’s individual responsibilities, but it also
doesn’t relieve the responsibility we have towards
one another.
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GALATIANS 6:1–10

“While we are responsible
for ourselves and must
avoid enabling others...
Christians still have a
responsibility to care for
our spiritual family.”
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UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context

DOING GOOD THROUGH BEARING BURDENS
As Paul has just finished instructing the Galatians about walking by the
fruit of the Spirit (and not by the desires of the flesh), he goes on to
demonstrate some ways in which these Galatian Christians can put this
into practice. In these 10 verses, Paul focused on things like, people
being caught in sin, bearing other Christians’ burdens, pride and arrogance, sharing resources with teachers, and sowing and reaping (good
and bad works). This comes to a high point in 6:9–10, when Paul wrote,
“let us not grow weary of doing good…let us do good to everyone, and
especially to those who are of the household of faith.”
For the Galatians, the Spirit wasn’t given for private gain but for corporate fruit, as the point of God giving believers the Spirit is to bear fruit
(John 15). One of the best opportunities to demonstrate fruit is in community, and the ultimate way to do this is through self-sacrifice, as 6:2
calls the Galatian Christians to “bear one another’s sins.” Paul wanted to
encourage the Galatians that the job of their community was to engage
in “bearing” situations, regardless if the other Christian was caught in
sin, or was dealing with grief, or needed material assistance. This is
a consistent idea throughout Paul’s writings, as he made similar (and
even more emphatic) claims in Romans, commanding believers to “Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep” (Rom. 12:15). So
here, too, through the Spirit, the Galatian believers were to do the same.
And ultimately, when Christians love others in this way (regardless if
they are Jews or Gentiles), they are fulfilling the “law of Christ” (6:2).
Paul is commanding that Christians care for other Christians, but this is
not merely a new idea or ethic that Paul invented—he’s actually teaching what Jesus taught. In Matthew 25, Jesus gave His famous Olivet
Discourse, where at the end of the sermon He declared that it is those
who provide food, drink, hospitality, clothing, medical care, and prison
visitation who are truly His brothers (Matt. 25:40).

GALATIANS 6:1–10
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Paul’s own conversion experience had this sort of encounter, where
in Acts 9:4–5, he was challenged in how he was treating/persecuting
Christians. There Jesus asked him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Paul (who was then called Saul) replied by asking, “Who are
you, Lord?” because even though Paul had been involved in the stoning
of Stephen (Acts 7), as well as persecuting other Christians (Acts 8:3;
22:3–4; 1 Cor. 15:9; Phil. 3:5–6), he hadn’t persecuted Jesus directly.
But Jesus responded to Paul by saying, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting...” because according to Jesus, He is persecuted anytime a
believer is.
The way Christians treat each other is indicative of how they treat Jesus Himself. It makes sense then that Paul would conclude this section
of his letter (6:10) with the exhortation to “let us do good to everyone
[Christian and non-Christian alike], and especially to those who are of
the household of faith [specifically Christians].” The Galatian Christians
will very much “reap what they sow” (6:8–9), and so they too must love
the church as Christ has loved it.

“One of the best opportunities to
demonstrate fruit is in community,
and the ultimate way to do this is
through self-sacrifice...”

178

WEEK ELEVEN

Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
FOLLOWING JESUS’ EXAMPLE OF GOODNESS
In this section, Paul wants to emphasize that it is the very essence
of the gospel that drives how we ought to live. It is by means of
an infinitely loving God, who in His grace, redeemed a people and
gave them the indwelling Spirit to love and obey Him. Paul reminded the Galatians that because of the Spirit they’ve been given, they
can now love each other in a sacrificial way, even to the point of
bearing each other’s burdens. Jesus is the great model of this, as
He bore the greatest burden—sin and death—which was a burden
that no one could handle or overcome on their own. But because
He overcame these things, and gave the Galatian Christians His
Spirit, they too could now overcome their own adversity, as well as
the adversities of one another.

GALATIANS 6:1–10

1 		What was the responsibility of the Galatian Christians when
someone else in their congregation experienced hardship?

2 		What is the thing that the Spirit should produce in the life of
the believer?

3 		What is the connection between how someone treats a
Christian, and how they are treating Jesus?

179

180

RESPONDING

WEEK ELEVEN

in Our Context

DOING GOOD THROUGH BEARING BURDENS
The same Spirit that was given to the churches in Galatia has
been given to the churches in Brentwood, Oakley, Antioch (etc.).
This means that we are charged with the same ethic and duty that
the Galatian Christians were—to “bear one another burdens,”
and “let us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are
of the household of faith.” While it’s very important to do good to
those outside the church, we oftentimes neglect our brothers and
sisters whom we congregate with on a weekly basis.
We have a duty to the brothers and sisters who we fellowship
with. We must use the resources that God has given us to love
and care for others (this is why the early church would sell all
their possessions—so that they could take care of each other,
Acts 2:44–45). Bearing the burdens of others within our community, especially from a material standpoint, is a tangible indicator of the fruit that the Spirit produces. Everyone is going to
bear some sort of fruit, as we all sow something—the question
is, are we sowing and bearing bad fruit from our flesh (which will
produce destruction), or are we sowing and bearing good fruit
through the Spirit (which will produce eternal life)?
While we have a duty to help our brothers and sisters with material needs (as we bear their burdens), we also bear burdens
when they are caught in sin. This is a much more difficult burden
to bear, as we now have to deal with the deep, dark things in life.
This often becomes something that Christians (and churches)
shy away from, as it’s easier to gloss over an issue, and not actually engage in those sorts of conversations. But we are called
to these types of hard things in life.

GALATIANS 6:1–10
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These hard things include helping people realize their sin, walking with
them through restoration, bearing their physical and emotional burdens, and a whole host of responsibilities. This means we might need to
challenge someone who professes to be a Christian if we see that they
are carrying on a flirtatious relationship with someone who is not their
spouse, or if we are recognizing that they are abusing things (like food,
alcohol, their money, etc.). While these are difficult circumstances to
deal with (and should be handled in an appropriate, grace-filled way),
it is the duty of the Christian to engage in
this process. And when we do these things,
we fulfill the law of Christ, which is the law
of love. We magnify God’s glory when we
fulfill this law of love. We are called to love
our neighbor, but this is not an easy task,
especially with our sinful tendencies.
But ultimately, when we engage in restoring
someone (who might be caught in sin) and
restore in a “spirit of gentleness” (6:1), we
know that we are doing this in a “Christian
way,” and not from our own flesh. Paul is
not giving us a new way of handling conflict, but is applying the fruit of the Spirit
(gentleness, 5:23), as this is the same way
that Jesus modeled restoration when He
bore our own sins.

“While
it’s very
important to
do good to
those outside
the church,
we oftentimes
neglect our
brothers
and sisters
whom we
congregate
with on a
weekly basis.”
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Gospel Implications for Us
FOLLOWING JESUS’ EXAMPLE OF GOODNESS
As Christians, called into the family of God, we must give generously of our resources, especially to those who are a part of the
family. We are called to do good by the indwelling of the Spirit,
not to earn righteousness or merit apart from Christ, but because
we are living out our identity as people that have the Spirit. We
can stand in freedom from the law, and live out freedom by the
Spirit, which produces good fruit.
We are enabled by the Spirit to love our neighbor, and to do so
with gentleness (and patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
and self-control), as this fulfills the law of Christ, which is rooted
in love—the ultimate fruit of the Spirit!

GALATIANS 6:1–10
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			Have you ever given sacrificially to a brother or sister, not in your
regular tithes/offerings, but just out of a physical or material need
that you were made aware of?
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			We often think of “Christian giving” as what we put in the offering
basket. What are ways that we (as a Christian community) could
go above and beyond to give to those within our own community,
and assure that we have “no needy among us”?

			How often do we look for ways to help out those around us?
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

			Paul says that we are to do good to all. After we take care of those
within our church, how might we do good to those outside the
church?
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Galatians 6:11–18

OBSERVATION PRACTICE:
To help understand the passage, start by making the following
observations. Do this in a notebook or separate piece of paper:
List any People/Places:

List any important verbs (actions),
repeated words/phrases, or other
theological/special terms:

GALATIANS 6:11–18

189

OBSERVING QUESTIONS:
1

Who does Paul say are the people “who would force [the
Galatians] to be circumcised”?

2		What are the three reasons Paul gives for why these agitators want
the Galatians to be circumcised?

3		What was Paul accusing the agitators of boasting in? What does
Paul “boast” in?

SUMMARY SENTENCE:
In your own words, summarize this passage in a sentence:
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“...Christ, by coming and
dying on the cross to atone
for sin, and creating a New
Covenant, is the only means
by which we are saved.”

GALATIANS 6:11–18

DEFINING
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What large letters I am writing to you with my own hand (6:11) In the
ancient world, it was typical to have letters dictated to scribes. The fact
that Paul wrote these closing statements with his own hand is an indication that the things he was writing were urgent. The modern equivalent
would be typing in all capitals, bolded, and underlined. In other words,
this message was urgent and could not be overlooked.
The cross of our Lord (6:14) In Paul’s day, the cross was a symbol of
horrific shame and dread that was never publicly spoken of. So much
so, euphemisms such as “the unlucky tree” were used to describe this
instrument of death, upon which criminals were sentenced to hang by
crucifixion. Even with this knowledge, Paul explicitly affirms the cross of
Christ as the object of his boasting.
The world has been crucified to me (6:14) Paul declared that his only
confidence to be in the cross of Christ. To say that, “the world has been
crucified,” is to say that the things he once found his identity and placed
his confidence in no longer has any significance. Just as crucifixion entails death, so too have the things of the world died to Paul, as a result
of placing all of his confidence in Christ.
New creation (6:15) Paul is referring to the regeneration that is brought
through trusting in Christ by faith. One isn’t made new by joining the
Old Covenant, which is what circumcision represents. Instead, Paul emphatically declares that Christ, by coming and dying on the cross to
atone for sin, and creating a New Covenant, is the only means by which
we are saved.
The marks of Jesus (6:17) In the Roman world, slaves were marked off
as the property of their owner. Through the New Testament we see a
similar concept, as Christians are directly called the “slaves” of God
(Rom. 1:1), as well as being sealed with the mark of God (John 6:27; Rev.
9:4; 14:1). Paul appealed to the scars he received as a result of being
persecuted throughout his ministry for the sake of the gospel—those
are the marks of Jesus.
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UNDERSTANDING
the Galatians’ Context
BOASTING IN CIRCUMCISION
By now, it should be clear that Paul did not take this false gospel of
circumcision lightly. He went to great lengths to remind the Galatians
of the true gospel they once received and made it clear to them that
the gospel that was preached by the agitators was not only absolute
foolishness, but was also eternally destructive. Paul’s greatest concern
with that false gospel led the Galatians astray by making them believe
that right standing before God was obtained through adherence to the
practice of circumcision; this directly contradicts the doctrines of grace,
and specifically justification by faith in Christ.
Paul discredited these false teachers by listing the selfish motives behind their ardent advocacy of circumcision. He argued that they were
simply seeking “to make a good showing in the flesh” (6:12). In other
words, they are trying to make a good impression before men.
He went on to say their message was driven by their desire to avoid
being “persecuted for the cross of Christ” (6:12). During this time, some
Christians were being persecuted by Jews, oftentimes for believing that
salvation came through faith in Christ alone and rejecting that salvation was earned through adhering to the Mosaic law—works which Jews
took especially great pride in. The false teachers apparently did not
want to be identified with these rebellious Christians and be persecuted, which could be one explanation for their motives.

“...the cross is the only hope of
salvation, because salvation
only comes through Christ’s
atoning work, and not through
obedience to the law.”

GALATIANS 6:11–18
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Finally, Paul pointed out that their desire to have
the Galatians circumcised was so that “they may
boast in your flesh” (6:13b). This is an interesting
verse that could mean a few different things, but it
most likely carries the idea that the agitators were
somehow trying to impress others through their
conversions (through circumcision), which would
make the motives undergirding this false gospel
of circumcision entirely self-centered. The most
compelling evidence against them, however, is not
how selfish they were, but that their talk did not
match their actions. Paul points out that “those
who are circumcised do not themselves keep the
law” (6:13a).
What he wanted to drive home was that these agitators were placing such an emphasis on how one
cannot follow the Jewish Messiah unless they were
circumcised, without thinking through the implications of that claim. They are claiming that just one
part of the law must be kept to secure salvation, but
even the Jews knew that it is the whole law that must
be followed in order to be saved; all or nothing!
Paul closes his rebuke of the false teachers by emphasizing the true source of our confidence: the
cross of Christ. He reminds the Galatians that the
cross is the only hope of salvation, because salvation
only comes through Christ’s atoning work, and not
through obedience to the law. It is through Christ’s
finished work on the cross that offered eternal life,
and by which they were made “a new creation” (6:15;
2 Cor. 5:17).
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Gospel Implications
for the Galatians
BOASTING IN THE CROSS
Paul was grieved that the Galatians had been so grossly deceived,
and as a result, are deserting Christ and “turning to a different
gospel” (1:6). The Galatians should have known better since they
had already heard, understood, and believed in the truth.
Paul’s goal was for the Galatian Christians to be reminded of, and
turn back to, the beautiful gospel of grace; that they were saved,
not because of anything they could ever do, but because of what
Christ had already definitively done. The Galatians needed to be
reminded that Jesus’ finished work on the cross was sufficient to
satisfy God’s wrath, and all who placed their faith in Him were
given salvation. For them to add anything to this was to render
Christ’s work useless and enslaved them to the law from which
Christ died to set them free.

GALATIANS 6:11–18

1 		What is Paul’s greatest concern with this false gospel that
Galatian Christians have come to believe?

2 		What were the false teacher’s putting their confidence in,
and why is it foolishness?

3 		What does Paul boast in and why?
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in Our Context

BOASTING IN OUR FLESH
We are living in a time and culture that is obsessed with self.
All we have to do is spend 30 seconds on social media sites
(like Instagram) to see how people everywhere are promoting
themselves and boasting in themselves: their achievements, relationships, families, possessions, appearances, vacations, etc.
There is no shortage of things to boast in. It is easy to look at the
jobs we have, or the college we graduated from, or the things
we’ve accomplished, and make those things the reason for our
confidence. But the sad part is that these things, as prestigious
or glamorous as they may be, have no power to save our souls.
Perhaps we’re not guilty of placing our confidence in those
things. Maybe we will assume our spiritual vitality because we
were baptized, or because our parents might be very devoted
Christians, or because we attend a church, or because we serve
the homeless. All of those things are wonderful! In fact, they
may demonstrate God’s Spirit at work in us. However, they are
not what saves a person. We must never look to those things
and think that because of them, we are eligible for salvation.

“There is nothing in this life
worthy of boasting in, or
putting our confidence in,
apart from Christ alone.”

GALATIANS 6:11–18
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In a sense, this is what the agitators were doing to the Galatian Christians
when they demanded circumcision be a requirement to follow the Messiah.
Paul’s disappointment in this community was rooted in the fact that they had
been lured into believing that they had to be circumcised in order to be made
right with God. They were subjecting themselves to a yoke of slavery under
the law (5:1) and desperately needed to be reminded that their hope for salvation cannot be rooted in anything other than in Christ and Him crucified.
No external procedure, no outward performance, no amount of converts
made, are able to gain a person favor in the eyes of God.
We are in need of this same reminder today. While we don’t have the same
struggle as the Galatians (i.e., the pressure to circumcise), we have other pressures that are often placed upon us. We naturally want to find the “right things”
or a “certain way to do” something in order to please God. For instance, with
the popularity of social media, when we see posts from other Christians about
their time in God’s Word, or a mission trip that they’re on, we might be tempted
to think that those things are necessary for salvation. However, we are forgetting
that the gospel levels the playing field, and informs us that we are all equally
deserving of God’s wrath apart from Christ. Only by trusting in Him for salvation
can we truly be saved.
The message that Paul has reiterated throughout the letter to the Galatians is
that the only thing, indeed the only One, worthy of placing any confidence in
is Jesus Christ. We have absolute, rock-solid assurance of our right standing
before God when we place our faith in Jesus, and what He accomplished
through His life, death, and resurrection. It is through this faith that He has
secured for us the forgiveness of sin that we could have never obtained for
ourselves. There is nothing in this life worthy of boasting in, or putting our
confidence in, apart from Christ alone.
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Gospel Implications for Us
BOASTING IN CHRIST
We must regularly remind ourselves of the truth of the gospel: we have
been accepted not based on our own merit or righteousness, but because of Christ’s righteousness, which has been given to us by faith.
What a glorious and liberating promise!
We must be on guard, against ever believing that salvation comes by
any means other than faith in Christ. If we are not reminding ourselves
daily where our confidence is found, we can easily slip into a false way
of thinking and end up unnecessarily working ourselves into the ground.
God never intended for us to work for salvation, and that is why He did
all the work for us. This is what Galatians reminds us of. May we be
able to say with Paul, “I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness were through the law, then Christ died for no purpose” (2:21). Let
us rejoice in the grace of God and praise Jesus for the salvation He so
generously offers.

GALATIANS 6:11–18
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Application Questions
		 PERSONAL

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

			What are the things that you are naturally inclined to boast in, or
put your confidence in?

			How has placing your confidence in those things let you down in
the past?

			How can reminding yourself of the gospel each day transform
where your confidence is found?
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		GROUP

CONVERSATION AND RESPONSE

			What are some practices or traditions that Christians have today
which serve as our modern version of “circumcision for the
Galatians”?

			What are some things that Christians might try to add as
necessary for salvation (theologically, politically, etc.)?

GALATIANS 6:11–18

		GOSPEL
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IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR COMMUNITY

			What are some practical and tangible ways that we can better
remind one another of the gospel, and how we have confidence in
Christ?
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NOTES

Glory in the Cross and
New Creation

WEEK TWELVE

“We must regularly
remind ourselves
of the truth of the
gospel: we have
been accepted
not based on
our own merit or
righteousness, but
because of Christ’s
righteousness,
which has been
given to us by faith.
What a glorious and
liberating promise!”
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ADDITIONAL NOTES
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