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Growing Through Grace
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

i. What is the Gospel (Gal 1: 1 – 10)
24 July 2011
Introduction

A certain tradition argues that Galatians was Paul’s first letter. It has all the marks of a young convert’s zeal and passion. It is blunt and sometimes indignant. It deals with things of immense significance viz. the heart of the gospel. In a relatively short time since their conversion the Galatian believers were turning away from Paul’s teaching to embrace something which he regards as diabolical – a pseudo-gospel in which legalism trumps grace. The issue was the acceptance of Gentiles into the Church. Was it necessary for them to observe such distinctive Jewish practices as circumcision, kosher food laws and the Sabbath? False teachers known as Judaizers insisted that it was. Paul as the apostle of the heart set free from legalistic bondage knew that the gospel of free grace was at stake and so he writes with passion and power. 
Two thousand years later, Galatians still resonates with freshness and vitality. Granted the church is more complex and diverse than it was then. But the Holy Spirit still speaks through its pages to the issues of today – issues of conviction, truth, the very gospel itself. Nothing could be more relevant in our so-called post-modern, post-Christian world than a study of this letter. As John Stott reminds us,’ We cannot save ourselves through righteous actions. Our only hope of salvation is Jesus’.

Paul was astonished that the Galatian believers allowed themselves to be duped by false teachers. Yet this pattern of gospel distortion continues today. Awareness of the issues at stake and the dynamics involved, will help us from being led astray ourselves.
Read Galatians 1: 1 – 5

False teachers called Judaizers sought to undermine Paul’s authority and gospel. They contradicted his teaching of justification by grace alone through faith alone. They insisted that something more was needed than the simple gospel. You had to keep all the laws of Moses. Having undermined Paul’s gospel they sought to dismiss him as a ‘self-appointed imposter’. 
Discussion Questions

1. Why must Paul defend his credentials at the very start of the letter? What is significant about him being an apostle ‘sent not from men, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father’? How does this impact the authority of his letter – to the Galatians and to us today?
2. Paul’s greeting is brief and to the point. What can we conclude about the problem Paul will be addressing in the letter from what he does not say in his greeting?

3. What does Paul’s description of Christ in verses 3 – 5 teach us regarding the Person and work of Christ? Why would Paul include this in his greeting?

Summary:
John Stott notes that in these introductory verses Paul traces three stages of divine action of humanity’s salvation
Stage 1 - the death of Christ for our sins to rescue us out of this present evil age

Stage 2 - the appointment of Paul as an apostle to bear witness to the Christ who died 
and rose again

Stage 3 – the gift to us of the grace and peace which Christ won and to which Paul 
witnessed.

In each of these stages God is actively involved. No wonder Paul ends his first paragraph with a doxology.   

Read Galatians 1: 6 – 10 

4. In every other letter, after greeting his readers, Paul goes on to pray for them or to praise and thank God. In contrast, what does he do in this letter?
5. The Greek word in verse 6 for ‘deserting’ means ‘to transfer one’s allegiance’. It is used for soldiers who revolt or desert and those who ‘cross the floor’ in politics. In short it amounts to treason. Is it appropriate to describe the Galatians in this way?

6. Take a few moment to write down a brief definition of sin and grace. Read Galatians 1:6. What is the gospel about? What is the heart of the problem in Galatia? In what way(s) is it still with us today?

7. The false teachers were trying to ‘pervert’ the gospel (v 7). The Greek meaning is to completely ‘reverse’ the meaning of the gospel. The Galatians were forsaking the gospel of grace for a gospel of works. List some ways in which we can also fall into this error?
Summary:
John Stott writes ‘The false teachers … were troubling the church and changing the gospel. These two go together. You cannot touch the gospel and leave the church untouched, because the church is created and lives by the gospel. Indeed the church’s greatest troublemakers (now and them) are not those who oppose, ridicule and persecute it, but those inside who try to change the gospel’.
8. Why does Paul use such strong words against the false teachers in verses 8 – 9?

9. Verses 8 and 9 tell us that we are to judge teachers by the gospel and not judge the gospel by them. Why is this distinction important?
   10.  A popular view today is that there are many ways to God and that the gospel 
         changes with the changing years. How could you counter this using Paul’s
         perspective in these verses?

Summary:
John Stott says we can recognize the true gospel in the following way,

i. It is the gospel of grace, of God’s free and unmerited favour. Whenever teachers 

     start exalling humanity, implying that we can contribute anything to our salvation
     by our own morality, religion, philosophy or respectability the gospel is being
     corrupted.

ii. The true gospel is the New Testament gospel. The norm by which all systems
     and opinions are to be tested is the gospel preached by the apostles and 
     recorded in the New Testament. Anyone who rejects the apostolic gospel is to 
     be rejected.
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