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The Polemic of Galatians
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More than any other letter, Galatians shows Paul on the attack. As one who apparently has
been maligned by his opponents, he shows that he can give as good as he gets. Here are
some of the charges that he makes against his opponents:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

They upset and confuse the Galatians (1:7; 5:10).
They pervert the gospel of Christ (1:7).
They have bewitched the Galatians (3:1).
They are manipulative, trying to secure the Galatians’ loyalty by first courting them and
then making them feel excluded (4:17).
They prevent the Galatians from obeying the truth (5:7).
Their real motivation is to avoid persecution from Jews (6:12).
They are hypocrites who don’t obey the law themselves (6:13).
They want to boast of their success at getting the Galatians circumcised (6:13).

Twice in this letter Paul levels a curse against his opponents (1:8–9), and once he says that
he wishes they would castrate themselves (5:12).

Such details would have mattered little to Paul. He maintains that any reliance
on the law as a means to obtaining a right (or better) relationship with God is
incompatible with the gospel of grace and faith in Christ.

Major Themes in Galatians
Paul’s Claim to Authority
Before Paul explains why the proponents of circumcision are misguided, he
has to deal with another matter. His opponents have muddied the waters by attacking him personally. Thus he needs to reestablish his credentials as one whose
words carry authority. The basic allegation seems to be that Paul misunderstood
or at least misrepresented the gospel message that he received from the apostles
and other leaders of the church. His opponents probably remind people that
he came in late, as one who had never known the earthly Jesus. Dependent on
others, he possessed only a derivative authority and should be listened to only
when his ideas matched those of people who really knew what they were talking
about—people such as Peter and John, who had been among Jesus’s original
disciples, or Jesus’s brother James, who now led the church in Jerusalem.
Paul has a twofold response to this charge: (1) he did not derive his understanding of the gospel from the other apostles; and (2) his understanding of
the gospel does not differ substantially from theirs.
Let’s take the second point first. Paul states for the record that he has shared
his understanding of the gospel with James, Peter, and John and that they have
given it their endorsement (2:6). He says that he met with these church leaders in
Major Themes in Galatians

_Powell_IntroNT2ed_BB_bb.indd 329

329

2/1/18 2:47 PM

