Box 16.3

Did Paul Have Bad Eyesight?
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• He says that he suffered from a “physical infirmity” (Gal. 4:13) and from a “thorn” in the flesh
(2 Cor. 12:7).
• He says that the Galatians would have given him their own eyes to help him had it been
possible (Gal. 4:15).
• His handwriting is recognizable because of the exceptionally large letters that he makes
(Gal. 6:11).
• He is said to have been temporarily blinded (Acts 9:8), and when his sight is restored, “something like scales” fall from his eyes (Acts 9:18).
• He fails to recognize the high priest when appearing before the Jewish council in Jerusalem
(Acts 23:4–5).
Such considerations have led to speculation: Did he have cataracts or some other eye problem? Was he partially blind?

Torah: the law of
Moses, as contained
in the Pentateuch.
Judaizer: a term
sometimes used by
scholars to describe
Christians who
insisted that gentile
Christians be circumcised and observe
other practices that
had traditionally
identified Jews as
the covenant people
of God.
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that it was because of a physical infirmity that he first proclaimed the gospel
to them (4:13). Apparently he had intended to go elsewhere, but some problem
(possibly with his eyes; see 4:15) caused him to be laid up for a while. Making
the best of things, he turned his evangelistic efforts toward those who inhabited
the area where he was recuperating. They received him with goodwill and accepted the gospel. After he moved on, however, some other teachers came to
the area, proclaiming a rival version of the faith. These interlopers undermined
Paul’s understanding of the gospel and turned some of the Galatians against
Paul himself.
What was this “rival version” of the Christian faith? In the early years of
Christianity, there appear to have been some Jews who believed in Jesus but who
thought that salvation in Christ was for Jewish people only. They believed that
gentiles who wanted to become Christians first needed to become Jews. Gentiles
attracted to Christianity should be circumcised and commit themselves to living
in accord with the Torah (Jewish law). Then as converted, law-observant Jews
they could receive the salvation that Jesus the Jewish Messiah had accomplished
for Israel. Advocates of such an understanding of Christianity have traditionally been called “Judaizers.”
We don’t know how widespread this vision of a law-observant Jewish Christianity was in the first century, since there are only scattered and sometimes
obscure references to it in the New Testament (Acts 15:1–2, 5; Gal. 2:4, 11–14;
Phil. 3:2). It is also possible that those who called for gentiles to accept circumcision and keep the Jewish law did so with varying degrees of intensity. There
is no indication that Paul’s opponents in Galatia made salvation dependent on
circumcision or acceptance of the law. Perhaps they simply told the Galatian
Christians that being circumcised and following the law was a commendable
“next step” to take, the way to a deeper and fuller realization of their faith.
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