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            The normal format of a first-century letter follows a pattern somewhat different from what we are accustomed to today. The literary flow began by establishing the sender and recipient—like the header in an email. This was usually followed by a brief greeting and a prayer of blessing or thanksgiving, before proceeding to the main content of the correspondence. But this was no ordinary letter. After the expected cross-cultural greeting—"grace" for the Gentiles and "peace" for the Jews, common terms used by Greek and Hebrew speakers (Gal. 1:3)—Paul omits the prayer of blessing. Instead, he curses his readers! Twice! (Gal 1:6-10). Now he had their attention! Does he have yours? Paul did not care about literary conventions. He wanted to rescue his beloved Galatians from the danger of following a false gospel.
Paul proceeds with a dramatic and passionate account of his own encounter with Christ. He vehemently shares the important moments of his ministry and establishes his credentials as an apostle. His own experience of how Jesus changed his life, equipping him to be a defender of the true gospel of salvation by grace through faith. He then draws on several Old Testament characters to illustrate that the gospel he proclaims is in accordance with God's purposes since the days of Abraham. If this is true, then there is no room for slavery to the old legalistic religious systems. Paul practically shouts, "Christ has truly set us free. Now make sure you remain free and do not become slaves to the law again". (Gal 5:1). He then goes on to explain the practical implications of the gospel for a life rescued by grace and lived under the control of the Holy Spirit. The characteristics of this life are: "love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control". (Gal 5:22-23).
Galatians takes us back to basics: what the gospel is, how it is received, and how it can be applied to everyday life. At times, Paul is aggressive, even resorting to sarcasm, to get the Galatians' attention and bring them back to the gospel of freedom. May Paul's passion cause you to reflect on the shocking news of how free we are in Christ!
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Continuing our biblical journey, we come today to the Epistle of the Apostle Paul to the Galatians. And first of all, we would like to present some preliminary information that will facilitate our understanding of the content; we believe that this information will make the Epistle more meaningful and clearly present the message of the Gospel, as well as its implications for the practical life of all Christians in their daily struggle with life.

We believe that the apostle Paul wrote this letter to the churches in Galatia, approximately in the year 57, from Ephesus, during his two-year stay in that city and as part of his third missionary journey. However, there are strong arguments that this letter may have been written from Corinth, shortly before Paul wrote the letter to the Romans. Dr. Lenski proposed this theory from this city in 53, during the second missionary journey. After Paul visited the Galatians, he discovered that the Judaizers had followed in his footsteps and that those churches were paying attention to his teachings on keeping the law of Moses. And Paul wrote this letter to address that message and to indicate clearly what the gospel was.

Paul visited the churches of Galatia on each of his three missionary journeys. In this letter, there is no mention of any other visit to those churches. The letter was evidently the apostle's last word to those congregations, written after he had visited them during his third missionary journey.

In the case of the Letter to the Galatians, the people to whom it was sent is an important detail. And the recipients of this letter have given rise to the existence of some theories, but we are not going to go into them. You who are familiar with the introductions to the Books of the Bible, know that we do not spend time on those matters which today are the subject of specialized criticism. For example, there is what is known as the North Galatian theory and the South Galatian theory. But it seems more reasonable to suppose that the letter was sent to the churches in the area visited by Paul during his first missionary journey, but this does not exclude the possibility that the letter had a wider circulation (even in the direction of the north, in Pesino, Ancyra and Tavio). It was a fairly large and populated area, and several churches had been established there.

The word "Galatians" could be used in an ethnographic sense, referring to the nationality of the people, or in a geographical sense, alluding to the Roman province of that name. Now, regardless of the position taken, we must say that there was a descent, a common lineage that identified the people in that area, where there was a mixture of the population. The people who gave their name to the province were the Gauls, a Celtic tribe of the same descent that inhabited France, it is possible to follow the way they arrived there, through history. In the 4th century B.C., they invaded the Roman Empire and ended up sacking Rome. Then they crossed over to Greece and there they captured the city of Delphi in 280 B.C. They were a warlike people and were always going from one place to another, and at the invitation of King Nicomedes I, king of Bithynia, an area in Asia Minor, they crossed over to that place to help the king in a civil war. They soon settled in Asia Minor; they liked it very much because it had a very pleasant climate with beautiful landscapes. When visiting Turkey the tourist can find how beautiful that place is, on the shores of the Aegean Sea and also inland in that area; as well as on the shores of the Mediterranean Sea.

Now, in 189 B.C. these Celtic tribes submitted to the Roman Empire and became a province. The boundaries of the province varied and for many years, they maintained their own customs and language. They were blond Orientals. The churches that the apostle Paul established on his first missionary journey were once included in the territory of Galatia, and that was the name by which the apostle Paul used to refer to the churches in that area.

Now, these Gaulish Celts, had in a sense the same temperament and characteristics of American and European peoples. It is interesting to note what has been said about them. Many of these Germanic tribes were savage and violent. Caesar had something to say concerning them and it was as follows: "The weakness of the Gauls is that they are fickle in their resolutions; they love change. And they cannot be trusted. Someone else described them as "sincere, impetuous, very intelligent, lovers of spectacularity, but extremely inconstant, always showing excessive vanity". In this sense, we can see our resemblance to them. Whatever is presented, we adopt and accept it at least for a while and we are very fickle in our resolutions. We like change too much and we have an unquenchable thirst for new things, especially at the height of the consumer society. And we think we are smart. In reality the high esteem we have for ourselves is the fruit of excessive vanity. This then is a picture of ourselves, dear reader.

In the book of Acts, we read that the Galatians wanted to turn Paul into a god, and the next day they stoned him.

Consequently, the letter to the Galatians has a particular message for us, because it was written to people who, in many respects, are like us. They had a temperament similar to ours, and were beset on all sides by countless cults and sects, which also today want to tear us away from our safe mooring in the gospel of grace.

Let us now say a few words about certain characteristics of this Epistle, before entering fully into it:

1. In it, we find a harsh, severe, solemn message (see Galatians 1:6-9; 3:1-5). It did not correct conduct as did the Letter to the Corinthians, but it is a corrective Epistle. The Galatian believers were in grave danger because the very foundations of their faith were under attack. Their whole Christian life was being threatened. The Epistle, therefore, finds no commendation in it, no words of thanksgiving. There is no request for prayers. Nor is there any mention of his position in Christ. None of Paul's friends are mentioned by name. If you compare this Epistle with Paul's other Letters, you will see that it is a little different from all of them.

2. In this Epistle, the heart of the apostle Paul is shown in the nude, so to speak; there is much emotion and feeling here. For the apostle it was an epistle of much struggle and we almost imagine him dressed in battle dress, ready to go into battle. He showed no tolerance for legalism. Someone said that the Letter to the Romans comes from Paul's mind, while the Letter to the Galatians comes from his heart. And one theologian said: "The Letter to the Galatians takes controversially what the Letter to the Romans systematically indicates".

3. This epistle constitutes a declaration of emancipation from legalism of any kind. It is very interesting to note that legalists do not spend much time studying this epistle to the Galatians. It just rebukes them too much. And this was the favorite Epistle of Martin Luther, who said, "This is my epistle, I feel like married to it." It was in the banner of the Reformation. It has been called the Magna Carta of the Early Church. It is the manifesto of Christian liberty, the impregnable citadel, and a veritable rampart against any attack on the heart of the gospel.

Galatians is the Epistle that moved John Wesley. He came to America as a missionary to the Indians, but when he got there, he made a startling discovery, and he said, "I came to America to convert the Indians, but who is going to convert John Wesley?" He went back to England, to the city of London, and one night walking down Aldersgate, he was truly converted. In that area there is now a plaque that says, "This is the place where John Wesley was converted." His was considered an evangelical conversion, which is the only kind of conversion mentioned in the Bible. And John Wesley left that place to begin a spiritual renewal, preaching the gospel of this Epistle, which saved England from a revolution, and brought multitudes to a personal knowledge of salvation in Christ. Wilberforce, one of his converts, had much to do with the problem of child labor, and with the beginning of the industrial revolution that brought many positive changes for the worker. This reality, whose influence has reached our days, is ignored by many today.

In a sense, we believe that this epistle has been the backbone and foundation of each of the great spiritual renewal movements that have taken place in the last two thousand years. And, dear reader, we think it will be the basis of any future spiritual awakening. We would like to see the marvelous action of the Spirit of God in every one of our countries today; we would like to see multitudes of all peoples set about studying the epistle to the Galatians, so that the lives of many people will be transformed by it.

4. This letter contains the strongest statement and defense of the doctrine of justification by faith in or out of Scripture. It is God's polemic in favor of the most vital truth of the Christian faith in its confrontation against any attack. And it not only says that the sinner is saved by grace, by faith and nothing else; but that the saved sinner lives by grace. In this Epistle we can see that grace is a way to life and that it is also a way of life; and that these two forms together belong together.

As an outline we have divided this Epistle into five sections, which are very simple.

We have first the introduction in the first ten verses; then we have a second section which is personal (1:11 - 2:14), which deals with the authority of the Apostle and the glory of the Gospel. This is followed by a third section which is doctrinal (2:15 - 4:31), dealing with justification by faith, and in which appears the antagonism between faith and works, and between freedom and slavery. The fourth section is practical (5:1-6:10) and speaks of sanctification by the Spirit; here the contradictions are between the Spirit and the sinful nature, and between freedom and slavery. Finally, the fifth section is a signed conclusion (6:11-18).

We would now like to analyze
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We have here in the introduction the formal greetings of the apostle in the first five verses. Then the subject is stated, in a somewhat warmer statement, in verses 6 to 10. As we have already said, the epistle to the Galatians is God's polemic against legalism of any kind. We must say that the law is not discredited here; it is not despised, nor is it disregarded. Its majesty, its perfection, its demands, its fullness and its purpose are maintained. These qualities, however, make it utterly impossible for man to follow this path to God. A new path has been opened for man to be justified before God, a path that completely avoids the Mosaic law. The new road is traveled by faith. The theme is justification by faith, with a special emphasis on faith.

Three letters of the New Testament quote from the book of Habakkuk, chapter 2, verse 4, that the just shall live by his faith. It is first mentioned in the epistle to the Romans, chapter 1, verse 17; there we read: But the just shall live by faith. The emphasis in the letter to the Romans is on the righteous, justification. In the letter to the Hebrews, chapter 10, verse 38, this statement is mentioned again and there it puts the emphasis on living, that is to say that the just shall live by faith, And here in the epistle to the Galatians, in chapter 3, verse 11, where it is quoted again, the emphasis falls on faith. So we have three points of emphasis: the righteous in the epistle to the Romans; by faith here in the epistle to the Galatians, and he shall live in the epistle to the Hebrews.

In Romans, the emphasis was placed on the fact that man is justified before God by faith apart from the Mosaic law. In Galatians, Paul was defending the Gospel from those who added the law to justification by faith. The key idea of Judaism was summed up in "faith and law". And Paul's answer was, "faith and nothing else".

The Judaizers questioned Paul's authority as an apostle, and his teaching that simple faith was adequate for salvation. Paul defended his apostleship and demonstrated the sufficiency of the gospel of grace to save.

There have been two methods used by those who have attacked the gospel. They have tried to add something to it, and they have also tried to discredit the person preaching the gospel. As we have said before, Satan's method today is not to attack the Bible in a frontal attack; as you already know, in war it is not always convenient to attack head on, unless you have superior forces. The best way to do it is not from the front, but from the sides. You send your troops and attack from a different angle. Well, the enemy today does not make frontal attacks against the Bible, the attack is made with cunning, with more subtlety; and it is usually made against the one who is preaching the Word of God. You will see in this study that an attack was perpetrated against the apostle Paul, against his apostleship, against his authority; that was the way it all began. The apostle Paul defended his apostleship here, at the very beginning of the Book, and for that reason he addressed a rather formal greeting to these people whom he himself had led to the Lord Jesus Christ, and established as a Church, and whom he visited in each of his missionary journeys. To begin, then, let us read the first verse of chapter 1 of this epistle to the Galatians.

A cold greeting

"Paul, an apostle (not by the disposition of men, nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised him from the dead)"

Now, Paul was simply saying here that he was an apostle, and because of the way he was saying it we do not think it was necessary to have placed those parentheses in this phrase. The word apostle was used in a twofold sense; first, it referred to one of the twelve, those who were with the Lord Jesus during His three years of public ministry (v. 21); to those who witnessed His ministry after the resurrection (v. 22); and to those who were chosen by Christ (v. 22, Acts 9:15; 26:16 and 17). Second, in a broader sense, the term apostle referred to one who had been sent, as in Acts 11:22.

We think that the apostle Paul was the one who took Judas' place. After Jesus' resurrection, Matthias was chosen by the disciples to take Judas' place. But no other information about Matthias was given, except in the account in Acts 1:15-26. He was never mentioned again. If the Holy Spirit had chosen him, certainly somewhere in this account we could see the Spirit placing His seal upon this man. However, Paul proved that he was an apostle, whereas Matthias never did. The election of Matthias took place before Pentecost, that is, before the Holy Spirit entered the Church. For this reason, we think that the Holy Spirit had nothing to do with the election of Matthias. And we think that Paul was the one whom the Spirit of God chose to occupy the place left by Judas Iscariot.

In this verse, Paul was saying here something that was very important. That he was an apostle not by the disposition of men, and in the Greek, the preposition "apo" gives the translation the meaning: "not from man", that is, that he was not an apostle because of legal dispositions emanating from men. He had not been appointed or commissioned after having gone to some college, or having completed some special course.

Paul also declared that his apostleship was not by man. Now, the preposition "dia" indicates that he was not appointed through men, that is, through the ritual of the laying on of hands of the other apostles, or of some ecclesiastical tribunal.

Paul was an apostle how? by Jesus Christ and by God the Father, the One who raised him from the dead. And the risen Christ called him, and set him apart for the apostolic office (Acts 9:15 and 16).

The apostle could well speak of the reality of his encounter with Christ, who appeared to him in the midst of a great splendor, of a great light. It was the Lord himself who crossed his path. And from that day on, his life began to be transformed. Dear reader, the Word of God has come to you today, and the One who died for you on the cross, the risen Lord, stands before you. If you take the step of faith that makes you a child of God, and that confers upon you by His grace the gift of salvation and eternal life, then the Spirit of God will come into your life. And the light of Him who said, "I am the light of the world," will clear away the darkness and illuminate your life like the light of dawn, increasing until the day is perfect.
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We return today, dear reader, to the apostle Paul's epistle to the Galatians. We are in a section that we have identified as the introduction. In the first five verses of this Book, we find a rather cold and formal salutation on the part of the apostle Paul, to these Churches who were paying attention to those who were promoting the observance of the law of Moses. Then the apostle Paul was to deliver a warm, let us say fiery, dissertation in verses 6 to 10; and he would make it quite clear what the Gospel was.

Paul was an apostle how? by Jesus Christ and by God the Father, the One who raised him from the dead. And the risen Christ called him, and set him apart for the apostolic office (Acts 9:15 and 16).

Now, in verse 2, Paul said:

"and all the brethren who are with me, to the churches of Galatia:"

You may notice that it was a rather cold, formal, and terse greeting, very brief. No one is mentioned personally. He was not writing to a single church but to several, that is, to the churches of Galatia.

There are two ways in which the word "church" was used in the New Testament. One meaning of the term includes the whole body of believers of all the different groups, that is, those who have trusted in Jesus Christ and have received Him as their personal Savior. The other meaning of this word "church" refers to the local assemblies or congregations, and this is how it was used in this passage of the letter to the Galatians. There were different churches or local congregations located in various places in the area of Galatia. There was one in Antioch of Pisidia, also in Derbe, in Lystra and in other cities that the apostle had visited. And so, he was writing to all those congregations. That is why we have said that here the meaning of the term "church" refers to the local church and not to the spiritual body of believers in general. Now, when we come to the letter to the Ephesians we will see there then, the church as an incorporated body of all believers in general, which is the invisible church. But this invisible body is made visible in an organism, in that body. And believers should be identified with a local body, in the area where they live. Let us now read verse 3, of this chapter 1:

"Grace be unto you, and peace, from God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ."

This was the formal greeting that Paul used in most of his letters. Here we have the word "grace", which we have already seen, "karis", and this was a typical way of greeting non-Jews at that time, while "shalom", i.e. peace, was the religious greeting of the Jews. Now, it is important to note here that God's grace must be experienced, before the peace that comes from God the Father can be a reality in a person's life. Now, let us read verse 4, where Paul said:

"Who gave himself for our sins, that he might deliver us from this present evil world, according to the will of our God and Father."

Here we have another of those wonderful verses, that when one reads them, one really does not know how to rise to such heights.

The apostle Paul mentioned in verse 3, the Lord Jesus Christ. And here he said of Him: who gave Himself for our sins. Dear reader, there is nothing that you or I can add to the value of Christ's sacrifice. Nothing! He gave Himself. What can you give? Anything? Can you add anything to His sacrifice? He gave Himself. How wonderful and glorious this is! I am at a loss for words when I read a verse like this. When you give yourself, you have given all that you are, all that you have; your time, your talent; that is, you have given everything. And Jesus gave himself. He could not have given anything else. And Paul couldn't wait any longer to say it. The Lord Jesus Christ gave Himself for our sins. This was the germ of the subject dealt with by the apostle.

Paul called Him "our Lord Jesus Christ. Can you also say that He is your Savior, dear reader? And can you also say: "The Lord is my Shepherd"? It is one thing to say that He is a Shepherd; it is quite another thing to say it in a possessive way, "the Lord is my Shepherd". Can you refer to Him in this way, dear reader?

Paul went on to say: to deliver us from the present evil age. Let us observe that He rescues us from this evil world. Here we have therefore the present value of the gospel which demonstrates its power and authenticity. The gospel can set you free. We have received many, many messages that have turned to Christ and have experienced that deliverance. They have been delivered from drugs, from alcohol control and from sexual sins. In these cases, only Christ can bring freedom to people. And this demonstrates the authenticity of the Gospel. It is that Christ gave himself for our sins. He took our place on that cross. He died for us and rose from the dead to free us from all forms of slavery of a perverse world.

Now, what we have said so far does not exhaust the richness of this verse. Let us observe that his deliverance was according to the will of our God and Father. He can deliver us and it will not be according to the law, but it has to be according to God's will, dear reader. God's will is that when He saves you, you do not have to live in sin. He can deliver us, He wants to deliver us, and He will deliver us and He will do it according to God's will. It is clear that God's will is that you be delivered.

Let us now read what he said further on; let us read verse 5:

"To whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.

This was a moment when Paul paused to render praise to God. We have become convinced that we should praise God much more than we do. We need to cut to the chase, get right down to the basics, dear reader, put our finger on the very heart of the matter. Did you praise God this morning when you got up? Did you thank Him for the new day? Maybe from a weather standpoint, it's cold, or hot, or stormy. Or maybe it is a difficult day, with critical decisions to be made or serious problems to be faced, but haven't you found reasons to thank and praise Him for allowing you to reach this day?

The author of these Bible studies, Dr. J. Vernon McGee said that he had to suffer the disease of cancer before he realized that every day, the first thing he had to do in the morning was to say: "Thank you Lord for bringing me this new day. We need to praise Him more. I desire that glory and honor be to the name of my God and my Savior. He is God manifested in a physical body. He gave Himself for me, and I want to praise His name. And to Him be glory forever and ever. Now, that "forever and ever" began for the apostle at that moment and would continue into eternity.

This concludes the greetings of the apostle Paul. Although these verses contain some glorious truths, we think it must be admitted that this form of greeting by the writer of this letter was cold and impersonal. Now we come to a paragraph which we might title:

The chosen topic - A fiery speech

Then Paul was going to indicate what the topic to be discussed was. And he changed from cold to hot, and we can say that he became angry. And why? Because there were people who are mutilating the gospel. Paul was willing to lay down his life for the gospel. Let's listen to what he said here, in verse 6, of this chapter 1:

"I am amazed that you have so soon turned away from the one who called you by the grace of Christ, to follow a different gospel."

The gospel has two aspects and can actually be used in two senses: (1) there are the facts of the gospel and (2) the interpretation of the facts. (1) we will say that the facts of the gospel are the death, burial and bodily resurrection of Christ. The apostle Paul himself said in his epistle to the Corinthians, chapter 15, verse 3: "I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins, according to the things which I received. That Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the Scriptures". These are the historical facts of the gospel, which cannot be changed. Anyone who does not mention these events is not preaching the Gospel. And these facts must be received by faith, and only by faith.

(2) Now, as to the second aspect of the Gospel, we will say that the subject of Paul's letter to the Galatian believers is the interpretation of the facts of the Gospel. The Judaizers had followed Paul to the country of the Galatians. They did not question or doubt the events, the facts of the gospel. After all, five hundred witnesses had seen the Lord after His resurrection. And when you have so many people who are still living and who have been witnesses, one does not go from place to place denying the facts of the gospel. The heresy that they were propagating had to do with the interpretation of those facts, they were changing the interpretation of those facts. What they were saying was the following, and they were doing it in a very subtle, very disguised way, possibly asking, "Has brother Paul passed this way?" And the people would answer them, "Yes, he came and preached the gospel, and we accepted it; we are converted and now we know Christ as our Savior, and we are part of the body of believers." Then they would reply, "Ah, so he said that, how nice! You know that brother Paul is very exact in what he is saying, but he doesn't say everything he has to say. Did he tell them, for example, that they had to keep the law? He didn't tell them that, did he? Well, he should have told them that yes, you have to trust in Christ, but you also have to follow the law of Moses, or else you will not be saved".

This was one of the oldest known heresies and is still present today. It involves adding something to the Gospel of grace; it requires doing something rather than simply believing in something. It is faith, and something else, rather than faith alone. Every sect or cult requires you to do something in order to be saved.

It is interesting to hear what Paul said to the Philippian jailer in Acts 16:31: "Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved". And Simon Peter said to the Sanhedrin, which was the supreme religious court of the Jews, "Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved." And Christ asked the apostles to preach the message of salvation by the grace of God. They would not have to do anything to obtain their salvation, but had to trust in what Christ had already done for them on the cross. The Gospel leaves out all the works that one can do to gain God's favor. Thus we understand why the apostle spoke to them in this way when he said to them, in verse 6: "I am astonished that you have so soon departed from him who called you by the grace of Christ, to follow a different gospel." But let us continue reading verse 7 of this first chapter of Galatians.

"Not that there is another, but there are some who trouble you and want to disturb the gospel of Christ."

That word "alter" comes from the Greek word "metastrapho". It is a very strong, harsh word, used by the Evangelist Luke when he was mentioning the sermon of Simon Peter in the Acts of the Apostles, chapter 2, verse 20; when he said: when the sun shall be turned into darkness. And James, in 4:9, also used the same word, when he said: "your laughter shall turn to weeping". In other words, trying to change the gospel had the same effect of turning it into the opposite, the opposite of what it really was. It is very important to note this. Let us now look at what he said in verse 8:

"But if even we, or an angel from heaven, preach to you a gospel other than that which we have preached to you, let him be anathema, that is, let him fall under the curse."

The language Paul used here was extremely harsh. He said that if an angel from heaven proclaimed any message other than the gospel, he would be dismissed with very strong language.

In our days there are many cults and sects that are trying to present us with another gospel. Although
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