
people in the northern part of the province. In that case, it would have to have 
been composed after the council (since Paul had not visited the northern part 
of the province on his first trip to the area). Initially this does seem to make 
sense because in Galatians 2:1–10 Paul talks about a meeting that he had with 
apostles in Jerusalem, which often is understood to be his own account of 
that famous council. The problem, however, is that Paul’s description of this 
meeting differs in key respects from the description of the Jerusalem council in 
Acts 15. For this reason, some scholars think that the meeting Paul describes 
in Galatians 2:1–10 is not the Jerusalem council but rather an earlier, different 
event. The assumption, then, is that Paul probably wrote Galatians before the 
Jerusalem council occurred (since, on this reckoning, he does not mention that 
council). The problem with this suggestion is that if Paul wrote the letter that 
early, it would have to have been addressed to the southern Galatian cities 
that he visited on his first journey. It then seems odd that he would address his 
recipients as “Galatians” (3:1), a term more appropriate for the people in the 
north (see box 16.2).

The Northern Galatian Theory is preferred by most scholars who do not 
feel constrained to defend the accuracy of what Luke reports in Acts or to 
reconcile Paul’s account of the Jerusalem meeting with what is presented there. 
Then the letter is assumed to have 
been written in the mid-50s, possibly 
from Ephesus. That would mean it 
was written around the same time as 
Romans, a work with which it has 
much in common thematically and 
theologically. But those who think 
that Paul is writing to people in 
southern Galatia hold that the letter 
was probably written around 48, pos-
sibly from Antioch in Syria, to which 
Paul returned at the conclusion of 
his first journey. Then it could be the 
earliest of all the letters we possess; 
indeed, it could be the oldest surviv-
ing Christian document of any kind.

All we know for certain is that 
the people to whom this letter was 
written were gentiles who had been 
introduced to Christianity by Paul 
but who had since become attracted 
to ideas that Paul rejected. Paul notes 
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Map 16.1. Northern and southern Galatia.

327Historical Background

_Powell_IntroNT2ed_BB_bb.indd   327 2/1/18   2:47 PM

Published by Baker Academic 
© 2018 Mark Allan Powell




