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The Letter of Paul to the Galatians

Introduction: Why This Study? 

To begin, we would like to thank you—students, congregants, church leaders, elders, pastors, and 
churches—for supporting and using this Bible study. We hope it enriches your Christian life, chal-
lenges your heart, and builds up your faith to the glory of God. 

Why Galatians?

It’s hard sometimes for Christians to accept that salvation is a free gift of God’s grace. Like the 
foolish Galatians, we’re always tempted to add something to our salvation or to base a little bit of 
our standing before God on our achievements, our righteousness, or our law-keeping. Paul writes 
this book to correct the Galatians—and us. This Bible study will help us get the gospel right so that 
we can live in the freedom Christ has purchased for us.

All of our studies are designed with several things in mind:  

1.      to AdVAncE tHE GoSPEL. 

The Pew Research Center reports a rapidly changing religious landscape in the U.S., with the 
percentage of those identifying as atheist, agnostic, or “nothing in particular” up nine percent 
in just the last 10 years.1 Almost 60 percent of our youth leave their churches as young adults, 
and this number is growing

Despite this unsettling news, the core message of Christianity—the gospel—is still capable of 
renewing our lives and the church.

Rather than worrying or acting out of fear and self-preservation, the best hope for Christians, 
the church, and people who feel pressure to abandon their faith is the historic Christian faith, 
the gospel announcement of what God has done through Jesus Christ for the world.

2.  to SPEAK to HonESt QuEStionS. 

Many in our evangelical, Baptist, Reformed, Lutheran, and Anglican churches have honest 
questions about faith and life that they may be afraid to ask. We shaped this study to address 
the concerns of long-time Christians, new Christians, Christians with wavering faith, and 
skeptics alike.

3.  to  E n G AG E  t H E  d r A M A  o F  S c r i Pt u r E ,  t E Ac H  t H E  d o ct r i n E  o F  H i Sto r i c 
c H r i S t i A n i t Y,  M oV E  u S  to  d oXo Lo GY  ( W o r S H i P ) ,  A n d  E n A B L E  H E A Lt H Y 
diSciPLESHiP. 

Our studies are written to show how doctrine naturally arises out of the Bible’s narrative of 
Jesus Christ and his saving work. We designed the reflection and discussion questions with a 
practical emphasis to help you engage the material in a prayerful way that should inspire worship 
and lead to a fuller understanding of how to live as a disciple of Christ. 

1 Pew Research Center, “In U.S., Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace: An update on America’s changing religious land-
scape,” October 17, 2019, https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/.
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4.  to BE uSEFuL in A VAriEt Y oF SEttinGS. 

We wrote this study thinking of Sunday school classes, Bible study groups, informal gatherings 
among friends, and individuals who want to learn more about the Christian faith. Each lesson 
includes a series of short sections containing a reading and a set of reflection questions. The 
leader’s edition of this study has group discussion questions so that Christians can come 
together to share insights, ask questions, pray together, and be equipped to share what they’re 
learning with friends and family.

We recommend you work through one lesson per week. If meeting with a group, we suggest 
reading the lesson and answering the questions on your own first. 

Note to Leaders (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

Again, thank you for supporting and using this Bible study. Here are some tips for doing this 
study with a group:

• Encourage every group member to get their own copy of the Bible study so they can read the 
lesson in advance and answer the reflection questions in preparation to share their thoughts 
with the group each week.

• Prepare in advance to lead the discussion. Your leader’s edition has additional sections 
(highlighted with gray boxes) to help you lead your time together. It also contains page 
numbers for the study book to help leaders cue the correct page.

• Though it’s common for discussion to stay at the intellectual level, the questions in this study 
are aimed at being practical. Help and encourage your group members to think about how the 
truth of God’s word intersects with their daily lives by modeling your own personal reflection 
and application.

• Be patient with your discussion time. Leading a group discussion is hard! It takes practice, 
and it can take time for people to feel comfortable sharing. It can also be frustrating when 
people come unprepared, but your grace and patience will help people to continue showing up.

• Invite people to participate by asking for volunteers to read a passage of Scripture or a section 
of the study, or by closing in prayer at the end. Welcome their thoughts and reflections. 
Invite questions. The more people participate in the study, the more they will enjoy their 
time, and the more they will learn. 

• Keep in mind that you don’t have to follow the lesson exactly as it’s written. The written 
materials are designed to aid you, not lock you into a certain mode. Feel free to change things 
to fit your context and level of experience in teaching. 

Ultimately, remember that it’s God who is at work in his word, and he is faithful!



“I AM ASTONISHED THAT YOU ARE SO 

QUICKLY DESERTING HIM WHO CALLED 

YOU IN THE GRACE OF CHRIST AND ARE 

TURNING TO A DIFFERENT GOSPEL.”  

Galatians 1:6
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Pray (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

Heavenly Father, we want peace in our lives and in the world. But we often lack a clear under-
standing of what’s wrong. We may feel peace when problems are resolved, but it never lasts. 
New, worse problems come. Too often, we don’t look to you for help or for answers. We listen to 
other voices. We want to get peace through our own efforts. So help us, Lord, through the work 
of your Holy Spirit, to hear the message of peace you have for us. You know what’s wrong with 
our lives, and you’ve resolved our deepest problem forever through Christ and his cross. May 
we hear and grasp firmly your gospel of grace. We ask this in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
who gave himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, Amen.

Read Together: Galatians 1:1–10 (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

Opening Reflection Questions (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

1. When you think of spiritual peace, what comes to mind? What kind of peace do you want?

2. Modern people often have little patience with precise religious doctrine. Spiritual expe-
riences and ethical behavior are what matter, not doctrinal “hair splitting.” But Paul tells 
the Galatians that everything hangs on a correct understanding of the gospel. What do 
you think of this? 

3. What gospel, or good news, do you hope to hear from God as you read this letter?
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Read Galatians 1:1–5 (BIBLE STUDY P. 10)

Why Was the Book of Galatians Written?

Years ago, I knew a man whose son had fallen in with the wrong people. This family had done everything 
to raise their son in the ways of the Lord. They prayed with their child, read Scripture with him, 
and took him to church. But as the child grew older, he fell in with the wrong crowd. This father 
was devastated. After all his efforts to raise his son the right way, a group of friends had come 
between him and his son and was leading his son astray. He felt helpless. He felt sorrow. But he was 
also angry at these friends. 

Have you ever watched people lead someone you love toward danger? If so, you can understand 
something of what the apostle Paul felt. He’s writing this letter, the book of Galatians, because 
he’s angry and alarmed. He’s writing to Christians who’ve become confused about issues of first 
importance.

Paul had preached the gospel and planted churches in Galatia. He did everything by the book. He 
raised his children—these new believers—the right way. But after he left, new preachers came. They 
began teaching things contrary to what Paul had taught: a different gospel, a different message.

This new group of teachers were probably Jewish Christians from Jerusalem. Paul calls them “the 
agitators” (Gal. 1:7). They’re troubling the Galatians, saying, “If you really want to be a part of the 
family of God, you need to obey the Old Testament ceremonial laws. You need to be circumcised if 
you’re a male. You need to obey the food laws. If you’re struggling with holiness, all these rules are 
really going to help you.” These teachers also cast doubt on Paul’s apostolic ministry. They wanted 
the Galatians to think Paul wasn’t a legitimate apostle. 

If you get this background, you can see why Paul opens his letter the way he does: “Paul, an apostle, 
not from men, nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father” (Gal. 1:1). Is there 
a more powerful way to start a letter? Apostle means “a sent one.” He says, “I am sent by God.” He 
wants the Galatians to know—and he wants us to know—“What you’re about to hear in this letter 
is from the Lord.”

Having reminded them of his authority, he then immediately reminds them of his message—his gospel. 
This is what’s at stake. He writes, “Grace and peace to you from God the Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ, who gave himself for our sins” (Gal. 1:3). The sixteenth-century German Reformer Martin 
Luther said, “Those two terms, grace and peace, constitute Christianity.” 1 The gospel announces 
God’s grace—his unmerited favor. Through God’s grace we experience mercy, forgiveness, and peace. 
And this peace with God isn’t what we might think at first. God doesn’t say, “I hope you have a nice, 
relaxing weekend.” It’s more like Armistice Day. Because of the cross, God lays aside his divine anger. 
God’s peace ends the war between sinful human beings and a holy, all-powerful God.

What did Jesus give himself for? Our achievements? Our righteousness? Our law-keeping? No, Jesus 
gave himself for our sins. But that word our—“our sins”—can be hard to believe. Maybe God gave 
himself for the apostle Peter’s sins, or the martyrs’, or the sins of people who volunteer in the church 
nursery. But did he die for me? Has God made peace with me? This verse can greatly encourage us. 
Jesus died for broken, weak sinners. God’s grace is for the hopeless.

1 Martin Luther, A Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, trans. Theodore Graebner, at Galatians 1:3, https://
ccel.org/ccel/luther/galatians/galatians.iv.html.
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This gospel message of grace and peace is personal, but it’s also cosmic. Paul refers here to an idea 
prominent among Jews in his day that the world is divided into two ages: this “present evil age” of 
sin and death, and the age to come of peace and the forgiveness of sins. Paul says, “The cross was 
God’s rescue mission, snatching you out of this present evil age and bringing you into the new age 
of the Spirit.” A new epoch of cosmic history has begun, where God reigns in peace over his people.

We live in this present evil age of sickness, sin, and death. We experience it all around us. But we’ve 
been snatched out by Jesus. He’s brought us into a new age of righteousness and the hope of eternal 
life. This is probably why the apostle Paul appeals to the resurrection of Jesus: “Paul, an apostle, 
not from men, nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God who raised him from the dead.” 
The new age is here. It began with Jesus's death and resurrection.

Questions for Reflection (BIBLE STUDY P. 11)

1. You’re probably not tempted to justify yourself by obeying the Jewish ceremonial laws. But 
are there other spiritual rules or techniques that attract you? Are there things you think God 
requires you to do in order to be at peace with him? What alternative gospels seem like they’re 
most dangerous for Christians today? 

2. The gospel isn’t good news to us if we haven’t first heard the bad news. God’s moral law is the 
bad news. It’s like a mirror that shows us our sinfulness. It tells us that as sinners the wrath of 
God is against us. The good news is that we can be at peace with God because Jesus endured 
God’s wrath in our place. But the idea of God’s wrath is profoundly offensive to many modern 
people. Do you ever struggle to accept that God is wrathful? 

Read Galatians 1:6–9; Exodus 32:1–10 (BIBLE STUDY P. 12)

How Many Gospels Are There? 

It’s clear in the introduction to the book of Galatians that this isn’t Paul’s normal way of speaking. 
He’s angry. Usually when he begins his letters, he says, “I thank God for you Ephesians, Philippians, 
Thessalonians, because of the work of the gospel in your midst.” He expresses his affection for the 
church he’s addressing, and the main note is thankfulness.
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Here, though, he says, “I am astonished.” The only other time Paul uses this word, in 2 Thessalonians 
1:10, refers to marveling at the return of the Lord Jesus. But in Galatians 1:6, Paul uses it negatively. 
He says, “I’m astonished. I can’t believe this is happening.” With this one statement, you know Paul’s 
upset. 

He says, “I marvel that you’re so quickly turning away from God and the gospel.” The word quickly 
here probably alludes the book of Exodus. As Moses went up the mountain to receive the law of God, 
the Israelites waited for him at the base. They told Aaron, “Make us an idol, a golden calf. Give us a 
false god.” God says the people have “turned aside quickly out of the way that I commanded them” 
(Exod. 32:8). Paul preached in Galatia and the Spirit of God was at work. Then, within months after 
Paul left, the Galatians were turning away from God.

At one time, I attended the meetings of an inter-faith organization. The group included a Muslim 
imam, a Buddhist, a Unitarian, and some Roman Catholics and Protestants. They met to talk about 
issues in the community, particularly justice issues. It was a good opportunity to rub shoulders with 
others in our neighborhood and hear their stories.

Once I started talking to the other Protestant pastor, it became clear that we were two very different 
kinds of Protestants. At one point, I asked him, “What would you say the gospel is?” He said, “Well, 
it depends on who you are. For you, the gospel might be your family, or finding a new job, or getting 
out of poverty. What is it that you need to be delivered from?” Well, family can be great. Getting a 
new job is wonderful. These things can be good news.

But Paul says those things aren’t the good news, the gospel. There’s one gospel, one way of salvation. 
He says the Galatians are “turning to a different gospel—not that there is another one” (Gal. 1:6). 

Here’s an example of how false gospels work. A couple years ago, a Spanish reporter quit her job 
on live television. In the middle of her reporting, she began celebrating, saying, “I’m not coming in to 
work tomorrow!” She’d just found out she won the lottery. She was celebrating, and everybody was 
dancing around. Later, she realized that her ticket was only worth a fraction of the total winnings. 
She had to apologize and say, “You know, I actually still need my job.” That’s how false gospels work. 
They promise a lot. They seem like great news. But in the end, they can’t provide for us.

Satan is subtle. The new message the Galatians heard didn’t say, “Reject Jesus.” It said, “Jesus 
is great. You just need the law, too.” You can believe true things about Jesus and still distort the 
gospel. These preachers had likely embraced the message of Jesus's resurrection. But Paul says, 
“When you add to the gospel, you destroy the gospel.”

He pulls no punches: “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary 
to the one we preached to you, let him be accursed.” Again, this isn’t your typical greeting. “Accursed” 
is a translation of the Greek word anathema, which comes from the Hebrew word herem. When God 
told his people to wipe out the Canaanites, it was herem warfare. The word referred to something 
that was devoted by God to destruction. Serious stuff. Paul uses strong language because the 
Galatians are in danger, and he loves them like a father. 

If the gospel could be distorted among Christians nurtured by Paul, it can easily happen in our 
churches. We need to be vigilant, so we don’t start to believe God accepts us on the basis of what 
we do: our goodness or works. God receives you freely, solely because of the merits of Christ—his 
life and death on your behalf.
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Questions for Reflection (BIBLE STUDY P. 13)

1. The golden calf story is the paradigmatic example of idolatry in the Bible. Why might Paul 
compare submitting to the law to idolatry? 

2. How do we stay vigilant in our daily lives regarding the gospel? Where you do hear messages 
that mix Jesus together with other ways to God? 

Read Galatians 1:10 (BIBLE STUDY P. 13)

How Do We Know Whom to Believe?

Stories bombard us every day. Ads, politicians, cable news shows, bestsellers (both fiction and 
nonfiction), and movies all tell us stories. Literary critic Wayne Booth calls this “the daily barrage 
of narrative.” And he was writing before the internet. 

These stories can affect who we are. Each one implies something about what’s significant and worth 
our attention. When we hear stories, Booth says, we ask, “Should I believe this narrator, and thus 
join him? Am I willing to be the kind of person that this storyteller is asking me to be? . . . These 
questions might well have been asked about any story from the beginning of time.” 2

Paul knows that the gospel the Galatians believe will transform them—for better or for worse. The 
salvation story they accept as true will guide their lives toward either destruction or eternal life. 
That’s why he’s so upset that they’re “turning to a different gospel.” This, Paul says, is the true 
story: The new age is here, brought about by Jesus's death and resurrection. Through Jesus Christ, 
God gives grace to sinners, peace to people who didn’t earn or deserve it.

The new preachers in town tell a different story. Yes, Jesus rose again. But the next chapter is 
called “Obeying the Law.” That’s the way to our goal. These conflicting narratives have confused 
the Galatians. They don’t know which story they’re living in. Things have gotten muddled. Most of 
us, at times, can relate to this. There’s no end to the spiritual “authorities” telling us stories. Gurus, 
teachers, movements, sects, philosophies, and “prophets” all tell us what’s gone wrong with our lives 
and how we can be delivered. 

2 Wayne C. Booth, The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1988), 39.
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Who should we believe and thus join? Who will we become as a result?  Timothy Keller writes, “Since 
the one true gospel is so crucial, and so often and easily reversed, this awakens in us a troubling 
question: How can we ensure the gospel we believe is actually true? How do we know it is not merely 
a gospel that we feel is true, or are told is true, or think is true or sounds to us as true—but a gospel 
that is true, objectively, and therefore can save, really and eternally?” 3 

Paul reminded the Galatians of his authority as an apostle in verse one: “Paul, an apostle—not from 
men or through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father.” But the message is the source 
of authority, not the man. It’s God’s message. God sent Paul. Paul has authority only to tell this one 
true story. He tells them, here in verse 10, whom he’s accountable to: “For am I now seeking the 
approval of man, or of God? Or am I trying to please man? If I were still trying to please man, I would 
not be a servant of Christ.”

That’s why the Galatians should believe him. In verse eight, he told them that if he or even an angel 
preached something else, they shouldn’t believe it. That messenger is accursed. Paul’s gospel—the 
story he tells—is God’s. If the new teachers, “the agitators,” aren’t preaching the gospel Paul gave 
them, then they’re not called by God. That’s Paul’s main point: “The gospel doesn’t depend on the 
authority of man.” It’s God’s word.

During the Reformation, Protestants and Roman Catholics disagreed about who had authority to 
speak on God’s behalf. Protestant Reformers like Martin Luther and John Calvin said, “It isn’t we, the 
church, who give authority to God’s word. It’s God’s word that creates the church. God doesn’t need 
me or you or even the church to give his word authority. When God speaks, it’s self-authenticating.”

The people that came to Galatia after Paul probably thought they spoke for God. They were likely 
moral, zealous men and gifted teachers. They had some of the qualities we should look for in a leader 
of the church. But, Paul says, if they’re not preaching the gospel that I gave to you, then they’re 
not called by God. People can be morally upright, talented, and seem to love the Bible, but if they 
don’t preach the true gospel, Paul says, they’re not called by God.

Satan wants us to ask, “Can we really believe what God has said?” He wants us to doubt God’s word. 
Paul’s gospel, his story of salvation, is the focus of this letter. It’s God’s word to the Galatians and 
to you. Everything depends on it. And God is absolutely trustworthy. 

“Grace and peace,” Paul said in verse three. From him? No. “Grace and peace from God the Father 
and the Lord Jesus Christ to you.” It’s God who has something to say to the Galatians. 

Questions for Reflection (BIBLE STUDY P. 15)

1. When you’re deciding which stories to believe, what criteria or standards do you use?

3 Timothy Keller, Galatians for You (Charlotte, NC: The Good Book Company, 2013), 21.
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2. God’s word, whether spoken by the apostles or written in the Bible, is self-authenticating. It 
depends on nothing outside itself to prove its truthfulness. Does this seem reasonable to you, 
or does it seem like a leap of faith? 

Questions for Discussion (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

1. What is the gospel? How would you describe it in a clear, succinct way to others?

2. John Calvin wrote that some Christian doctrines “are so necessary to know that they should 
be certain and unquestioned by all men.” He then says, “Among the churches there are other 
articles of doctrine disputed which still do not break the unity of faith.”4 In other words, 
Christians can tolerate certain doctrinal errors in the church, but others are, as Paul says, 
anathema. Does Paul’s response to this “different gospel” help us, at least as a starting 
point, to distinguish between errors we should tolerate for the sake of unity and errors 
that are “accursed”?

3. Some say Christianity is authoritarian, that it keeps people from being free and thinking 
for themselves. Yet Paul here says his authority is limited. He may only preach the message 
God sent him to preach, and he’s accountable to God. Apostles existed only in the New 
Testament era—their role was to establish the church—and Christian ministers today must 
view their authority in the same way. They may not preach their personal beliefs or opinions. 
They are servants of their people, called to preach the Scriptures, and accountable to God.  
 
What’s your reaction to this kind of authority? Does it sound restrictive? Liberating?  
Something else? Is trusting authority figures hard for you?

4 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 4.1.12.
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