
An Overview Of The Bible
Galatians

I. Introduction
A. This epistle to “the churches of Galatia” is a kind of polemic pamphlet 

rather than an ordinary letter.
B. Yet it is a letter, atmosphered in the warm emotion and personal con-

cern of the writer for those to whom he wrote.

II. The Structure Of Galatians
A. The letter can be divided into three main sections. In the first 

(1:10-2:21) Paul defends his apostleship as given directly by God 
through Christ, not dependent on Jerusalem or those who were apos-
tles before him. Paul fulfilled his commission without authority from Je-
rusalem. The only problem came in a confrontation with Peter over his 
eating with Gentiles at Antioch. Paul concludes by stating the main ar-
gument of the epistle: Justification is by faith in Christ and the works 
of the law must not be added. Faith is living one’s life in constant sub-
mission to Christ and His word. In fact, Paul says, “Christ lives in me.”

B. In the second section (3:1-4:31) he supports his thesis by appeals to 
the Galatians’ own experience, inheritance practices, and the experi-
ences of Abraham.
1. His first appeal to the Galatians’ experience reminds them of their 

receiving the Spirit by believing and obeying the message Paul 
preached (3:1-5). Now they thought they could add something to 
the Spirit’s revelation by circumcision. Paul reminds them that 
Abraham was declared righteous when he was uncircumcised. He, 
too, had simply believed God and this faith was credited to him as 
righteousness (3:6-9). Reliance on the law placed one under the 
curse of the law (3:10-14). The purpose of Christ’s work was to re-
deem.

2. Paul also appeals to their knowledge of inheritance and adoption 
practices. Once an adoptee was placed in a will, it could not be 
changed. A promise was made to Abraham concerning a blessing to 
be given to all nations. God would never alter a promise (3:17).

3. Paul continues the same reasoning in chapter 4 but changes the 
hypothetical to that of a “minor” treated as a slave until a time set 
by the father for the child’s legal status to change. When that time 
comes, everything changes (4:1-7). So with the coming of Christ, 
in the fullness of time, the children of God are no longer slaves to 
the law.

4. After a reminder they once welcomed Paul despite physical infir-
mity, Paul concludes by appealing to the birth of Abraham’s sons. 



Isaac was the son through whom the promise came. Ishmael’s birth 
was natural or “of the flesh.” Isaac was born according to the prom-
ise of God. Christians too are children of the promise and should 
not depend on the flesh. To be circumcised was to depend on the 
flesh. They must trust the promise of God in Christ.

C. The third major section (5:1-6:10) contains Paul’s appeal to live by the 
Spirit. They must not lose their spiritual freedom by giving in to sin. 
Paul’s emphasis on justification by faith was an argument for the Gala-
tians to live out their freedom. That freedom, however, must not be 
taken as meaning there is no moral standards. The command that they 
not live by the Mosaic Law is not inconsistent with directions on how to 
live. The “works of the flesh” are obvious and must be avoided. They 
must nurture the fruit of the Spirit (5:22-23) and act in love toward 
each other. In this way they will fulfill the law of Christ.

D. The closing section is written in Paul’s own hand and again challenges 
them not to return to dependence upon the Mosaic Law (6:11-18).

III. The Outline Of Galatians
A. Greeting (1:1-5).
B. The authenticity of the gospel (1:6-2:21).

1. Genuine as to its origin (1:6-24).
2. Genuine as to its nature (2:1-12).

C. The superiority of the gospel (3:1-4:31).
1. In the new relation it produces (3:1-29).
2. In the privileges it releases (4:1-31).

D. The liberty of the gospel (5:1-6:10).
1. Love and service trump law and bondage (5:1-15).
2. Walking by the Spirit ends the bondage of the flesh (5:16-6:10).

E. Conclusion (6:11-18).

IV. Authorship And Date
A. Galatians has, except for a few radical critics, been generally acknowl-

edged as Paul’s. The reasons for this are based on the clear testimony 
of both internal and external evidence. The author of the letter calls 
himself Paul both in the salutation (1:1) and later in the body of the 
letter (5:2). Most of chapters 1 and 2 are autobiographical and harmo-
nize consistently with the events of Paul’s life recorded in Acts. The 
doctrine of Galatians is the doctrine of Paul as taught in his other writ-
ings such as Romans. The external evidence for Paul’s authorship is 
also convincing. In the second and third centuries Galatians was at-
tributed to Paul and quoted by Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and 
Origen. Even the heretics of that time, including Marcion, assumed it 
was written by Paul.



B. Perhaps aside from Revelation, Galatians is the most-debated book as 
far as date is concerned. At the time of writing, the term “Galatia” was 
used both in a geographical and in a political sense. The former re-
ferred to north-central Asia Minor, north of the cities of Pisidian Anti-
och, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe; the latter referred to the Roman 
province that included southern districts and those cities just men-
tioned.
1. If the letter was written to Christians in North Galatia, the churches 

were founded on the second preaching trip and the epistle was writ-
ten on the third preaching trip, either early from Ephesus (about 
A.D. 53) or later (about 55) from Macedonia. In favor of this is the 
fact that Luke seems to use “Galatia” only to describe North Galatia 
(Acts 16:6; 18:23).

2. If the letter was written to Christians in South Galatia, the churches 
were founded on the first preaching trip, the letter was written after 
the end of the journey (probably from Antioch in A.D. 49, making it 
the earliest of Paul’s epistles), and the Jerusalem meeting (Acts 15) 
convened shortly afterward. In favor of this dating is the fact that 
Paul does not mention the decision of the Jerusalem meeting that 
bore directly on his Galatian argument concerning the Judaizers, in-
dicating that the meeting had not yet taken place.

C. Although no approach is without problems, it seems most likely that 
Galatians was written after the visit to Jerusalem recorded in Acts 15; 
that is, A.D. 50 (cf. Galatians 2:1). Furthermore, as Galatians 1:9 (“as 
we said before “), and Galatians 4:16 (“Am I therefore become your 
enemy?” namely, at my second visit, whereas I was welcomed by you 
at my first visit), refer to his second visit (Acts 18:23), this epistle 
must have been written after the date of that visit (the autumn of A.D. 
54). Galatians 4:13, “Ye know how … I preached … at the first” (Greek, 
“at the former time”), implies that Paul, at the time of writing, had 
been twice in Galatia; and Galatians 1:6, “I marvel that ye are so soon 
removed,” implies that he wrote not long after having left Galatia for 
the second time; probably in the early part of his residence at Ephesus 
(Acts 18:23; 19:1, etc., from A.D. 54, the autumn, to A.D. 57). Some 
scholars, because of the similarity in the same line of argument be-
tween this epistle and Romans, think it was not written until his stay at 
Corinth (Acts 20:2-3), during the winter of 57-58.
1. Regarding the theory of the earlier writing of Galatians from 

Ephesus, it seems unlikely that the two letters to the Corinthians, 
so dissimilar, should have been written between letters so similar as 
Galatians and Romans; or that Galatians should have been written 
between 2 Thessalonians and 1 Corinthians.



2. The decision between the two theories rests on the words “so soon” 
in 1:6. If this phrase is not inconsistent with little more than three 
years having elapsed since his second visit to Galatia, the argu-
ment, from the similarity to Romans, seems to be conclusive. Gala-
tians seems to be written on the urgency of tidings reaching him at 
Corinth from Ephesus of the Judaizing of many of his Galatian con-
verts. In a straightforward tone, he exhorts them to never dilute 
the great principles of justification by faith and liberty in Christ.

3. Romans is a more deliberate and systematic exposition of the same 
fundamental doctrinal truths, written to a church with which Paul 
was personally unacquainted. To the Galatians, a church which Paul 
had founded, he appeals mainly on authority; to the Romans, to 
whom he was not personally known, he appeals entirely on argu-
ment.

D. After all the issues surrounding date are considered, well-known New 
Testament scholar Merrill Tenney said, “Probably no final date will ever 
be accepted since so many doubtful factors are involved in reaching 
any decision.”

V. Major Themes In Galatians
A. The Mosaic Law.

1. A group of Jewish teachers insisted that non-Jewish Christians must 
obey Jewish law and traditions. They believed a person was saved 
by following the law of Moses (with emphasis on circumcision), in 
addition to faith in Christ. Paul opposed them by showing that the 
law cannot save anyone.

2. We cannot be saved by observing the Old Testament, even the Ten 
Commandments. The law served as a guide to point out our need to 
be forgiven. Christ fulfilled the law. Therefore, everyone who wants 
to be saved must turn to Him and obey only His gospel to be saved. 
He alone can make man right with God.

B. Faith.
1. We are saved from God’s judgment by His gracious gift to us com-

bined with our faithful obedience (Ephesians 2:8-9).
2. Being saved from sins is in no way based on our initiative, wise 

choice, or good character. If it were, men like Cornelius could have 
been saved without the preaching of God’s word (Acts 10:1-2; 
11:14).

C. Freedom.
1. Galatians is our charter of liberty in Christ. We are not under the ju-

risdiction of Jewish laws and traditions nor under the authority of 
Jerusalem. Faith in Christ brings true freedom from sin and from 
the futile attempt to be right with God by keeping the law.



2. We are free in Christ, and yet freedom is a privilege. We are not 
free to disobey Christ or practice immorality, but we are free to 
serve Jesus Christ. Faithful Christians use that freedom to love and 
to serve, not to do wrong.

D. The Holy Spirit.
1. We become Christians through the work of the Holy Spirit (John 

16:13; 1 Peter 1:22-23). Through the Bible, the Holy Spirit in-
structs, guides, leads, and gives us power to overcome sin.

2. This lovely word ends our bondage to evil desires, and produces the 
Spirit’s fruit in us, including love, joy, peace, and many other won-
derful virtues.

VI. Conclusion
A. Let no one think that the issue raised in this epistle is one that belongs 

to a bygone day. It is as up-to-date as when it set Paul’s pen in mo-
tion. The struggle between the true gospel and those who would muti-
late it is a perpetual crisis.

B. This epistle was perhaps Paul’s most impassioned defense of the true 
gospel. His supreme purpose, in his own words, is “that the truth of 
the gospel might continue with you” (2:5).


