
exhortations (5:26–6:10) and a summary paragraph written in his own hand, 
exalting the cross of Jesus (6:11–18).

Historical Background

The Letter to the Galatians is written by Paul to a number of congregations in 
a Roman province located in modern-day Turkey (1:2). Although the Romans 
called the entire province “Galatia,” the only people in the area who called 
themselves “Galatians” were descendants of Celtic tribes that had settled in 
the northern part of the province. According to the book of Acts, Paul visited 
some cities in the southern part of Galatia on his first missionary journey (see 
Acts 13:14–15; 14:1; all the cities mentioned are in the south). He does not 
appear to have ventured north to where the people known as the “Galatians” 
lived. He might have done this, however, on his second journey a few years later 
(see Acts 16:6; 18:23; the northern part of the province could be included here, 
though it is not specifically mentioned).

According to the book of Acts, an important council was held in Jerusalem 
in between Paul’s first two missionary journeys to deal with some of the same 
issues that are addressed in the Letter to the Galatians (see Acts 15). Biblical 
scholars want to know whether Paul wrote the letter before or after that council. 
Since he addresses the people to whom he is writing as “Galatians” (3:1), not 
just “residents of Galatia,” it is often thought that the letter is addressed to 

Box 16.2

Northern and Southern Galatian Theories

“Northern Galatian Theory”—Sequence of Events

•	Paul evangelizes cities in southern Galatia (Acts 13:14–15; 14:1).

•	Conference takes place in Jerusalem (Acts 15; Gal. 2:1–10).

•	Paul evangelizes Galatian tribes in northern Galatia (Acts 16:6; 18:5).

•	Paul writes the Letter to the Galatians to churches in northern Galatia.

The Northern Galatian Theory recognizes that the people usually known as the “Galatians” lived 

in the northern part of the province visited by Paul after the Jerusalem conference.

“Southern Galatian Theory”—Sequence of Events

•	Paul evangelizes cities in southern Galatia (Acts 13:14–15; 14:1).

•	Paul meets with church leaders in Jerusalem (Gal. 2:1–10).

•	Paul writes the Letter to the Galatians to churches in southern Galatia.

•	Conference takes place in Jerusalem (Acts 15).

The Southern Galatian Theory resolves what would be inconsistencies between Galatians 2:1–10 

and Acts 15 that would arise if these passages were viewed as describing the same event.
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