
“!ere are so many fine commentaries available today, but 
it’s great to have a reliable author you can turn to for solid 
Reformed reflection on Scripture. In this case, there are six-
teen of them—friends and fellow shepherds who have given 
me great insight into God’s Word over the years. I’m look-
ing forward eagerly to Fesko’s Galatians commentary—and 
to each one after that!”
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nua Expository Commentary on the New Testament. We are 
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tional and interdenominational character of the series will 
only add to the richness of its insights.”

T. David Gordon
Professor of Religion and Greek at Grove City College
Author of Why Johnny Can’t Preach (P&R, 2009)
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“As the history of preaching is unfolded, it becomes clear how 
important the orderly, systematic preaching through the 
Scriptures has been, and why it has been a favorite homiletic 
approach over the centuries. One is surprised to discover 
how many of history’s great preachers made a regular prac-
tice of preaching through one book of the Bible after another. 
Origen, the first Christian preacher from whom we have any 
sizable collection of sermons, preached most of his sermons 
on the lectio continua. We find the same with John Chrys-
ostom who is usually referred to as the greatest Christian 
preacher. We find the same true of Augustine as well. At the 
time of the Protestant Reformation, Zwingli, Calvin, Bucer, 
and Knox followed this system regularly, and they passed it 
on to the Puritans. Today, we see a real revival of lectio conti-
nua preaching. !e Lectio Continua Expository Commentary 
on the New Testament represents a wonderful opportunity 
for the Church to recover a truly expository pulpit.”

Hughes Oliphant Old
John H. Leith Professor of Reformed !eology and Worship at 
Erskine !eological Seminary
Author of !e Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures in the 
Worship of the Christian Church (7 vols., Eerdmans, 2007)

“!e concept behind this series is a fascinating one and, giv-
en the list of authors, I am confident that the final product 
will not disappoint. !is promises to be a great resource for 
churches seeking to know the word of God more fully.”

Carl R. Trueman
Professor of Church History at 
Westminster !eological Seminary in Philadelphia, PA
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Series Introduction

T  he greatest need of the church today is the recovery of sound 
biblical preaching that faithfully explains and applies the 

text, courageously confronts sin, and boldly trumpets forth 
the sovereign majesty, law, and promises of God. !is type of 
powerful preaching has vanished in many quarters of the evan-
gelical church only to be replaced by that which is anemic and 
man-centered. Instead of doctrinally rich exposition which 
strengthens faith and fosters Christian maturity, the standard 
fare has become informal, chatty, anecdote-laden messages, 
leaving unbelievers confused, and believers in a state of chronic 
spiritual adolescence.1

!ere is indeed a dire need for the recovery of solid biblical 
preaching. Not only does reformation of this sort lead Christ’s 
sheep back to the verdant pastures of His soul-nourishing Word, 
it also provides a good example to future generations of minis-
ters. For this reason, I am pleased to introduce !e Lectio Conti-
nua Expository Commentary on the New Testament (LCECNT), 
a new series of expository commentaries authored by an array 
of seasoned pastor-scholars from various Reformed denomina-
tions on both sides of the Atlantic.

1. A stinging, yet constructive critique of modern-day preaching is found 
in T. David Gordon’s Why Johnny Can’t Preach: !e Media Have Shaped the 
Messengers (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2009). “I have come to recognize that 
many, many individuals today have never been under a steady diet of com-
petent preaching. . . . As starving children in Manila sift through the landfill 
for food, Christians in many churches today have never experienced genuine 
soul-nourishing preaching, and so they just pick away at what is available to 
them, trying to find a morsel of spiritual sustenance or helpful counsel here or 
there” (Gordon, Why Johnny Can’t Preach, 17).
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What is the lectio continua method of preaching? It is sim-
ply the uninterrupted, systematic, expository proclamation 
of God’s Word— verse by verse, chapter by chapter, book by 
book. It is a system, unlike topical or thematic preaching, that 
endeavors to deliver the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:26–27). 
Christian discipleship is impoverished when large portions of 
Scripture are ignored. Carried out faithfully, the lectio conti-
nua method ensures that every passage is mined for its riches 
(even those verses which are obscure, controversial, or hard to 
swallow). Paul states that “all Scripture is breathed out by God 
and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 
training in righteousness, that the man of God may be compe-
tent, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17).

Lectio continua preaching has a splendid heritage. It finds 
its roots in the early church and patristic eras. Its use, however, 
was revived and greatly expanded during the sixteenth-century 
Protestant Reformation. When Huldrych Zwingli (d. 1531) ar-
rived at the Zurich Grossmünster in 1519, it was his desire to 
dispense with the standard lectionary and introduce lectio con-
tinua preaching to his congregation by moving systematically 
through the Gospel of Matthew. At first, some members of his 
church council were suspicious. !ey were uncomfortable re-
placing the lectionary with this seemingly new approach. But 
Zwingli explained that the lectio continua method of preaching 
was not new at all. On the contrary, important figures such as 
Augustine (d. 430), Chrysostom (d. 407) and Bernard of Clair-
vaux (d. 1153) all employed this homiletical strategy. Zwingli is 
quoted by his successor Heinrich Bullinger (d. 1575) as saying 
that “no friend of evangelical truth could have any reason to 
complain” about such a method.2

2. It is interesting to note that, the year before Zwingli began preaching se-
quentially through books of the Bible, he had received a new edition of Chrys-
ostom’s lectio continua sermons on Matthew’s Gospel. See Hughes Oliphant 
Old, !e Patristic Roots of Reformed Worship (Black Mountain, NC: Worship 
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Zwingli rightly believed that the quickest way to restore bib-
lical Christianity to the church was to preach the whole counsel 
of God verse by verse, chapter by chapter, book by book, Lord’s 
Day after Lord’s Day, year after year. Other reformers agreed and 
followed his pattern. In the city of Strasbourg, just ninety miles 
north of Zurich, men such as Martin Bucer (d. 1551), Wolfgang 
Capito (d. 1570), and Kaspar Hedio (d. 1552) practiced lectio 
continua preaching. Johannes Oecolampadius (d. 1531) boldly 
preached the lectio continua in Basel. And let us not forget John 
Calvin (d. 1564); between 1549 and 1564, the Genevan reformer 
preached sequentially through no fewer than twenty-five books 
of the Bible (over 2,000 sermons).3 

!e example of these reformers has been emulated by 
preachers throughout the centuries, from the Post-Reforma-
tion age down to the present. In the last half of the twentieth 
century, Martyn Lloyd-Jones (d. 1981), William Still (d. 1997), 
James Montgomery Boice (d. 2000), and John MacArthur all 
boldly marched straight through books of the Bible from their 
pulpits. But why? Surely we have acquired better, more contem-
porary methods of preaching? Is the lectio continua relevant in 
our twenty-first century context? In a day when biblical preach-
ing is being increasingly undermined and marginalized by me-
dia/story/therapy/personality-driven sermons, even among the 
avowedly Reformed, these are important questions to consider.

Shortly before the Apostle Paul was martyred in Rome by 
Emperor Nero, he penned a second epistle to Timothy. In what 
proved to be some of his final words to his young disciple, he 

Press, 2004), 195. Cf. Old’s !e Reading and Preaching of the Scriptures in the 
Worship of the Christian Church, vol. 4: !e Age of the Reformation (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), and Timothy George, Reading Scripture with 
the Reformers (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2011), 228–253. Elements 
of this introduction are adapted from Jon D. Payne, “!e Roaring of Christ 
through Lectio Continua Preaching,” Modern Reformation (Nov./Dec. 2010; 
Vol. 19, No. 6): 23–24, and are used by permission of the publisher.

3. T. H. L. Parker, Calvin’s Preaching (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992), 159.
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wrote, “I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus 
. . . preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, 
rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching” (2 
Tim. 4:1–2). !is directive was not meant for only Timothy. No, 
it is the primary duty of every Christian minister (and church) 
to carefully heed and obey these timeless words; according to 
God’s divine blueprint for ministry, it is chiefly through the 
faithful proclamation of the Word that Christ saves, sanctifies, 
and comforts the beloved Church for which He died.4 In other 
words, the preaching of the Gospel and the right administration 
of the sacraments are the divinely sanctioned and efficacious 
means by which Christ and all His benefits of redemption are 
communicated to the elect. For this reason alone the lectio con-
tinua method of preaching should be the predominant, regular 
practice of our churches, providing a steady diet of Law and 
Gospel from the entirety of God’s Word.

Some may ask, “Why another expository commentary se-
ries?” First, because in every generation it is highly valuable 
to provide fresh, doctrinally sound, and reliable expositions 
of God’s Word. Every age possesses its own set of theological, 
ecclesiastical, and cultural challenges. In addition, it is benefi-
cial for both current and rising ministers in every generation to 
have trustworthy contemporary models of biblical preaching. 
Second, the LCECNT uniquely features the expositions of an 
array of pastors from a variety of Reformed and confessional 
traditions. Consequently, this series brings a wealth of exegeti-
cal, confessional, cultural, and practical insight, and furnishes 
the reader with an instructive and stimulating selection of lectio 
continua sermons.

!is series is not meant to be an academic or highly technical 
commentary. !ere are many helpful exegetical commentaries 

4. See Matthew 28:18–20; Romans 10:14–17; 1 Corinthians 1:18–21; 1 Pe-
ter 1:22–25, 2:2–3; Westminster Shorter Catechism Q. 89.
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written for that purpose. Rather, the aim is to provide lectio con-
tinua sermons, originally delivered to Reformed congregations, 
which clearly and faithfully communicate the context, meaning, 
gravity, and application of God’s inerrant Word. Each volume 
of expositions aspires to be redemptive-historical, covenantal, 
Reformed and confessional, trinitarian, person-and-work-of-
Christ-centered, and teeming with practical application. !ere-
fore, the series will be a profound blessing to every Christian 
believer who longs to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18).

A project of this magnitude does not happen without 
the significant contributions of many people. First, I want to 
thank Raymond, Brandon, and Jared Vallorani of Tolle Lege 
Press. !eir willingness to publish this voluminous set of com-
mentaries is less about their desire to blossom as a Reformed 
publishing house and more about their sincere love for Christ 
and the faithful proclamation of the Bible. Also, many thanks 
to my fellow preachers who graciously agreed to participate 
in this series. It is a privilege to labor with you for the sake of 
the Gospel, the health and extension of the church, and the 
recovery of lectio continua preaching. !anks are also due to 
the editorial staff of Tolle Lege Press, especially Eric Rauch, 
Vice President of Publishing and Michael Minkoff, Director of 
Publishing. I would also like to thank Jennifer Tyson for using 
her exceptional talents in graphic design, Luis Lovelace for his 
skillful typesetting, and Ross Hodges, Dr. William Schweitzer, 
Dr. Todd Weaver, Mr. Martin Driggers, Julie Shields, and Rev. 
Clif Daniell for helping out in the final stages of the editorial 
process for this first volume.

!anks also must be given to the elders and congregation of 
Grace Presbyterian Church, Douglasville, Georgia, for warmly 
encouraging their minister to work on this time-consuming, yet 
beneficial, undertaking. Furthermore, I would like to express 
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the deepest gratitude to my dear wife, Marla, and our two pre-
cious children, Mary Hannah and Hans. !e peace and joy in 
our home, nurtured by delightful Lord’s Days, regular family 
worship, and a loving, patient wife, makes editing a series like 
this one possible.

Finally, and most importantly, sincere thanks and praise 
must be given to our blessed triune God, the eternal fountain 
of all grace and truth. By his sovereign love and mercy, through 
faith in the crucified, resurrected, and ascended Christ, we 
have been “born again, not of perishable seed but of imperish-
able, through the living and abiding word of God; for ‘All flesh 
is like grass and all its glory like the flower of grass. !e grass 
withers and the flower falls, but the word of the Lord remains 
forever.’ And this word is the good news that was preached to 
you” (1 Pet. 1:23–25).

Jon D. Payne
Series Editor
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Preface

T  his book aims to fulfill the goals of !e Lectio Continua 
Expository Commentary on the New Testament. !e chief 

goals of the series are to be rigorously exegetical, God-centered, 
redemptive-historical, sin-exposing, Gospel-trumpeting, and 
teeming with application. I have sought to meet these goals, 
though I have left much of the exegetical nuts-and-bolts behind 
the scenes, as this series is primarily expositional. At times, I 
do make reference to some key Greek terminology. In a few 
places I have modified the English Standard Version, indicated 
by an asterisk (*) after the text citation. My division of Galatians 
reflects the original manner in which I preached my sermon 
series at Geneva Orthodox Presbyterian Church. Exegetically, 
it may be more advantageous to subdivide the text in a different 
manner, but sometimes the exigencies of preaching dictate a 
different course of action.

I have sought to highlight the central importance of the 
many Old Testament references Paul employs in Galatians. 
Sadly, far too many in the church are woefully ignorant of the 
Old Testament, but for Paul, the Old Testament was his Bible—
he knew it well. Hence, I emphasized a number of key passages 
that routinely surface. One theme that Paul regularly employs, 
for example, is the Exodus. Looking back in the Old Testament 
to see what hermeneutical effect the advent of Christ had upon 
Paul’s pre- and post-conversion theology should promote a 
deeper appreciation of the redemptive-historical character of 
Paul’s letter.
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After the exposition of each section, I offer theological 
reflections. !ese reflections are not intended to be compre-
hensive but rather helpful observations that grow organically 
from the text—opportunities to consider how we can apply 
Paul’s message. Keep in mind, though, that application can 
mean different things to different people. I understand the 
term to mean that we must seek to carry out the implicit or 
explicit imperatives of the text, whether corporately or indi-
vidually. !is means that sometimes the application of a text 
is simple—believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. I have strived to 
keep applications in concert with the overall thrust of the spe-
cific text in question. 

!ere are several illustrations throughout the work. I hope 
they prove helpful to the reader. Footnotes are sprinkled here 
and there, but not in such a manner as to make them obtrusive. 
Likewise, I have offered quotations from Luther, Calvin, Perkins, 
and Machen. Following C. S. Lewis’s advice, it is good to have 
the breeze of past centuries refreshing one’s mind while reading 
Paul’s letter.

I am grateful for the opportunity to contribute to the 
LCECNT. It is an honor and privilege to participate; I am thank-
ful to Jon Payne and to Tolle Lege Press. I am also thankful to 
Chris Stevens who carefully read through an early draft of the 
manuscript and offered helpful corrections and comments. I 
am especially grateful to my wife, Anneke. She has always been 
and continues to be supportive of my writing. Val and Rob, 
thank you for your willingness to let Daddy get some work done 
instead of playing trains all the time.

I dedicate this book to my nephews, Jack and Logan Fesko. I 
pray that you will embrace the wonderful gospel of Jesus Christ 
by God’s grace alone by faith alone in Christ alone. I pray that 
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you will know what it means to stand justified in the presence 
of our holy covenant Lord and call on him as Abba Father, no 
longer knowing him as judge.

J. V. Fesko
January, 2012
Escondido, California
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Introduction

T  he apostle Paul is perhaps one of the more famous figures in 
antiquity. He once persecuted the church and then, with-

out much explanation, began to promote the very faith he once 
sought to destroy. Paul went on to write the lion’s share of the 
New Testament, if one measures his contribution by numbers 
of books rather than numbers of pages. While Paul’s epistle to 
the Romans is perhaps his best-known book, a close second, or 
perhaps arguably even better known, is his letter to the Galatian 
churches. Paul’s letter was written some time in the late forties 
or early fifties of the first century and was one of the first books 
of the New Testament to be written. 

Galatians is perhaps best-known for Paul’s fiery defense of 
the gospel. Paul was greatly alarmed at how quickly the Gala-
tian churches had departed from the gospel. He was desperate 
to pull them back from the edge of apostasy. What was the main 
problem at Galatia? !ere was a group of false teachers who 
had descended upon the Galatian churches and taught them 
a different gospel. !ey taught that a person could be justified 
and saved if he believed in Jesus and was circumcised. Paul goes 
to great lengths to demonstrate the gravity of this error. For this 
reason, the chief subject of this epistle is, as John Calvin notes, 

“the justification of man.”1 But what does it mean to be justified? 
Stated simply, to be justified is to be declared righteous 

before the tribunal of God. Justification does not involve a 
moral transformation of the sinner but only a change of the 

1. John Calvin, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, and Colossians, CNTC, 
eds. David W. Torrance and T. F. Torrance, trans. T. H. L. Parker (Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Eerdmans, [1965] 1999), 4. 
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person’s legal status. By contrast, sanctification is the sinner’s 
moral and spiritual transformation and gradual conformation 
to the image of Christ. Sanctification is a process that brings 
about the transformation of the sinner. Paul argues through-
out his epistle that a person is justified by God’s grace alone 
by faith alone in Christ alone. And though justification is but 
one part of our redemption, it is nevertheless essential as the 
anchor of salvation.

In our justification by faith alone God imputes (or cred-
its) the perfect law-keeping (or obedience) of Jesus to sinners 
and transfers the sinner’s guilt and penalty for his violation 
of the law to Christ. !ere is no amount of effort on the part 
of sinful man—no amount of obedience—that can secure our 
justification. Hence, a person is justified by faith alone—we 
do not contribute our good works. !is is why justification 
is by God’s grace alone; God takes the initiative in salvation, 
not man. Moreover, this is why justification, and ultimately 
salvation, is by Christ alone. Jesus is the one who saves us. Our 
salvation is not a joint venture between us and Christ. Paul 
relentlessly hammers out these truths in his epistle to the Ga-
latians. !ough Paul addresses justification by faith alone in 
great detail, it is not the sole subject of this epistle.

Among the other subjects that Paul unfolds is the doctrine 
of sanctification. For example, there are a number of places 
where Paul discusses the importance of “faith working through 
love” (Gal. 5:6) as it is made manifest by the fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:22–23) in the life of the church (Gal. 6:1–10). For Paul, 
the justified Christian can and should be identified and known 
by the fruit of good works. However, God does not redeem us 
and then send us on our way. Too many in the church, and likely 
at Galatia, believe that they have to produce their own good 
works. In contrast, Paul drives us to our union with Christ and 
the work of the Spirit. As Paul explains, “I have been crucified 
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with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” 
(Gal. 2:20). In other words, both justification and sanctification 
come by faith alone in Christ. We are no more sanctified by our 
good works than we are justified by them. Rather, we look by 
faith alone to Christ and he saves. As Paul makes clear, such an 
approach to redemption in no way mitigates the believer’s need 
to produce good works. Instead, Paul desires to have the Gala-
tians recognize that Christ is the source of their salvation—both 
in justification and sanctification.

Another topic Paul stresses in Galatians is eschatology, or 
last things. For many in the church, eschatology deals with the 
last days immediately before the return of Christ. However, Paul 
invokes Old Testament apocalyptic language from Isaiah 65–66 
to demonstrate that the long-awaited new heavens and earth 
are not only a future but a present reality. !ey have dawned 
with the advent of Christ and his outpouring of the Holy Spirit. 
Hence, Paul stresses the fact that circumcision is a mark that 
belongs to the present evil age (Gal. 1:4) and the elementary 
principles of the world (Gal. 4:3, 9), and consequently it counts 
for nothing. Circumcision was part of the wall of division be-
tween Jew and Gentile that Christ has broken down.

!e new creation does not begin at the conclusion of all 
things but in the middle of history. At the consummation, 
however, Christ will close the present evil age and the only 
thing that will be left is the new creation and those who are a 
part of it because of Christ’s regenerating grace. In summary, 
Christ ushers in the new creation and only those in union with 
him will dwell in it. In the meantime, the Church is on a pil-
grimage to the New Jerusalem as we follow Christ and walk by 
the Spirit, like Israel of old followed the pillar of cloud by day 
and fire by night.

Justification, sanctification, and eschatology do not exhaust 
all the truth contained in Galatians, but they do touch upon its 



Galatians 

xxviii

main themes. Whereas the false teachers sought to bring division, 
strife, and a grace-enabled, but nevertheless man-centered, doc-
trine of salvation, Paul sets forth Christ as the one in whom there 
is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, Jew nor Gentile, male nor 
female—the one in whom believers find deliverance from Satan, 
sin and death, and the present evil age. All other substitutes are 
false gospels! Hence, Paul’s epistle to the Galatians beckons the 
reader to understand that anyone who advocates a gospel other 
than the gospel of Christ lies under the curse of God.

Before we proceed to the text, it is helpful to survey briefly 
the location and historical context of the Galatian churches, as 
well as Paul’s relationship to them. Galatia was a large area in 
Asia Minor that now occupies modern-day Turkey. !is loca-
tion is mentioned in Acts 16:6, “And they went through the re-
gion of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy 
Spirit to speak the word in Asia,” and 18:23, “After spending 
some time there, he departed and went from one place to the 
next through the region of Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening 
all the disciples.” !ese verses reference the southern portion of 
the area which included Antioch of Pisidia and Iconium. Paul 
preached in these cities when he was on his first missionary 
journey (recounted in Acts 13–14).2

Paul and Barnabas were sent out by the church at Antioch 
(Acts 13:2–3). !ey sailed to Cyprus and preached “in the syn-
agogues of the Jews” (Acts 13:4). !ey subsequently left Cy-
prus and traveled to Antioch of Pisidia where Paul once again 
preached at the synagogue (Acts 13:15). Although Paul preached 
among the Jews, the religious leaders “were filled with jealousy 
and began to contradict what was spoken by Paul, reviling him” 
(Acts 13:45). Paul announced that the gospel was not only for 

2. Ralph P. Martin and Julie L. Wu, “Galatians,” in Zondervan Illustrated 
Bible Backgrounds Commentary, 4 vols., ed. Clinton E. Arnold (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2002), III:266–267.
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the Jews but also for the Gentiles, and, upon hearing this, the 
Gentiles in the crowd “began rejoicing and glorifying the word 
of the Lord, and as many as were appointed to eternal life be-
lieved” (Acts 13:48). !is turn of events infuriated many of the 
influential Jewish people of the city and they persecuted Paul 
and Barnabas, causing them to shake the dust from their feet 
and head off to Iconium in the region of Galatia (Acts 13:51).

Once in Galatia, Paul and Barnabas again proceeded to 
the Jewish synagogue “and spoke in such a way that a great 
number of both Jews and Greeks believed” (Acts 14:1). De-
spite opposition from unbelieving Jews, Paul and Barnabas re-
mained among the Galatians “for a long time, speaking boldly 
for the Lord,” but the unbelievers of the city soon prepared 
to kill them. !us, they fled to other cities of Galatia, Lystra, 
Derbe, and Lycaonia and “there they continued to preach the 
gospel” (Acts 14:7). When they were in Lystra, Paul healed a 
man crippled from birth, which caused the people of the city 
to suppose that Paul and Barnabas were the gods Zeus and 
Hermes (Acts 14:8–18).

It was there in Lystra that the unbelieving crowds finally 
caught up with Paul, stoned him, dragged him outside the city, 
and left him for dead. Amazingly, the disciples found Paul alive, 
and he then proceeded with Barnabas on his missionary journey 
to another Galatian city, Derbe. !ere in Derbe, Paul “preached 
the gospel” and “made many disciples.” Returning back through 
Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch, Paul endeavored to strengthen 
the Galatian churches that he and Barnabas had planted (Acts 
14:19–23). !ey encouraged the churches in Galatia “to contin-
ue in the faith” even in the face of tribulation (Acts 14:22). Once 
Paul and Barnabas had appointed elders in every church, they 
committed the churches to the Lord, and then passed through 
Pisidia, Pamphylia, Perga, and Attalia, eventually returning to 
their departure point in Antioch. !ere in Antioch, they gave a 



Galatians 

xxx

report to the church and “declared all that God had done with 
them, and how he had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” 
(Acts 14:27). Given Paul’s heavy involvement in the planting of 
the Galatian churches, it is unsurprising that he was so con-
cerned to warn them of false teaching. 
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No Other Gospel

GALATIANS 1:1–9

Paul, an apostle—not from men nor through man, but 
through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him 
from the dead— and all the brothers who are with me, 
To the churches of Galatia: Grace to you and peace from 
God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave him-
self for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, 
according to the will of our God and Father, to whom be 

the glory forever and ever. Amen.

P  aul’s epistle to the Galatian churches is famous as much for 
the apostle’s fiery tone as for its doctrinal content. Paul is 

greatly agitated in this epistle, and for good reason. !e church-
es that he planted in and around Galatia were departing from 
the gospel. !ey were on the dangerous path of apostasy. Paul’s 
agitation, therefore, should not be likened to an oppressive or 
angry master who verbally abuses his subordinates. Rather, Paul 
is like a distressed parent who cries out to stop a meandering 
child from heading into a busy street, knowing that the child’s life 
is in great peril. In the case of the Galatians, however, the dan-
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gers are far greater than physical harm or even death; the stakes 
are high—apostasy and its consequent, eternal damnation. Just 
because Paul took on a fiery tone, we should not assume that he 
hated the Galatians. Rather, as the sixteenth-century Reformed 
theologian Wolfgang Musculus once observed:

When calling the erring churches of the faithful 
back to the right way, the apostle is not lacking the 
abundance of God’s grace any more than he lacked 
it when, by his preaching, he was calling unbelievers, 
ungodly people and strangers to Christ to share in 
heavenly grace and eternal life.1

In other words, love and rebuke are in no way antithetical.
But how did this situation in Galatia arise? How did the Ga-

latian churches begin to toy with apostasy? Perhaps some brief 
background information would be helpful.

First, we know from Acts 13–14 that Paul planted the 
Galatian churches during what was likely his first missionary 
journey.2 Second, shortly after Paul had departed, false teach-
ers descended upon the churches, personally attacked Paul 
(Gal. 4:17), and preached a false gospel (Gal. 1:6–7). !ese false 
teachers taught that circumcision was necessary for salvation 
(Gal. 6:12). Since the Galatian churches were largely composed 
of Gentiles (non-Jews), the false teachers taught that converts 
not only had to believe in Christ for their salvation but also had 
to be circumcised (Gal. 2:3–5; 5:2, 6, 11; 6:12–15).

Circumcision was the sign of the covenant in the Old Tes-
tament before the advent of Christ (Gen. 17), and reversion to 
this sign was indicative of serious confusion about the nature 
of salvation. So, then, Paul was writing to the Galatian church-

1. Gerald L. Bray, ed., Galatians, Ephesians, vol. 10, Reformation Commen-
tary on Scripture, New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2011), 18. 

2. See !omas R. Schreiner, Galatians, ZECNT (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2010), 22–31.
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es to correct these grave problems. In this letter, but especially 
in the passage before us, Paul sets forth the importance and 
exclusivity of the gospel of Christ, a message that has abiding 
relevance even in our own day.

6e Initial Greeting 
!e beginning of Paul’s epistle bears similarities to all of the 
other letters that we find in the New Testament. At the out-
set, Paul identifies himself as an apostle, one commissioned by 
Jesus Christ to preach and propagate the gospel. !e gospel is 
the message of Christ’s life, death, resurrection, and ascension, 
which is the power of salvation for those who believe in him, 
first for the Jew and then for the Gentile (cf. Rom. 1:16–17).3 
Paul emphasizes the saving nature of the gospel of Christ in 
verses 3–4: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself for our sins to deliver 
us from the present evil age.”

!e gospel is a manifestation of God’s grace, his favor that is 
poured out upon sinners without the slightest reference to their 
merit. Not only is the gospel a manifestation of God’s grace, 
but it is also that which brings peace to God’s people (cf. Num. 
6:24–26). Before a person is saved, God is his enemy; the sin-
ner is under God’s judgment and wrath, and there is no peace 
between him and his Maker. Yet, when God sets his grace upon 
a person and enables him to believe, the sinner is no longer at 
enmity with God—Christ, the only Savior, has brought peace. 
God the Father gave us his Son, and the Son gave himself for our 
sins, “to deliver us from the present evil age” (Gal. 1:4b). What 
does Paul mean by “the present evil age”?

3. On the importance of the inclusion of the ascension of Christ as a distinct 
event from his resurrection, see Douglas Farrow, Ascension and Ecclesia: On 
the Significance of the Doctrine of the Ascension for Ecclesiology and Christian 
Cosmology (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1999), 1–40. 
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!e present evil age is the fallen reign of the first Adam, 
which is now subject to Satan, sin, and death. In a word, the 
present evil age is the kingdom of darkness. Notice, then, that 
through believing in Christ we are delivered out from under 
the dominion of Satan, sin, and death, and are transferred into 
the kingdom of light, or, as it is also known, the age to come (cf. 
Matt. 12:32; Mark 10:30; Luke 18:30; Col. 1:13; Heb. 6:5).4 At 
this point we might not immediately detect that Paul is upset, 
since this epistle opens in much the same way as his other let-
ters, but his agitation is evidenced by two peculiar elements.

First, at the very outset, Paul points out that his apostle-
ship is “not from men nor through man, but through Jesus 
Christ.” !e fact that Paul is compelled to remind the Galatians 
of the source of his apostolic authority is an important hint. His 
message is not of human but of divine—and more specifically, 
christological—origin: Paul was commissioned and ordained by 
Christ himself on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:1–25).5

Second, after Paul praises God on the heels of announc-
ing the redemption given through Christ, he does not segue to 
thanksgiving and prayer as he does in nearly every other let-
ter, but to rebuke. In his other epistles, Paul gives thanks for 
the church to whom he writes and even makes mention that 
he prays for them (1 Cor. 1:4; Eph. 1:15ff; Phil. 1:3ff; Col. 1:3ff; 
1 !ess. 1:2ff; 2 !ess. 1:3ff; 2 Tim. 1:3ff; Philem. 4ff ). But it 
seems that there are more pressing matters on Paul’s mind.

6e Exclusivity of the Gospel
Paul’s overriding concern is the Galatian apostasy. Paul writes: 

“I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who 
called you in the grace of Christ and are turning to a differ-

4. See Geerhardus Vos, !e Pauline Eschatology (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
[1930] 1979), 1–41.

5. On the theological significance of Paul’s conversion, see Seyoon Kim, !e 
Origin of Paul’s Gospel (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1982). 
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ent gospel—not that there is another one, but there are some 
who trouble you and want to distort the gospel of Christ” (Gal. 
1:6–7). While we do not know just how quickly the Galatians 
abandoned the gospel, it happened quickly enough to astonish 
Paul. And, make no mistake about it, the Galatians had turned 
to “a different gospel.”

Paul immediately qualifies what he means by a di"erent 
gospel; it is certainly not that there are other legitimate gospels. 
Rather, the Galatians have departed from the one true gospel 
and embraced a distorted and false message. From the outset, 
both Paul’s great concern and the great danger threatening the 
Galatians is evident. Part of the reason behind Paul’s alarm is, 
no doubt, that this threat to the gospel has come from within 
the church—demons dressed as angels, if you will. Martin Lu-
ther describes the danger of such a threat:

Here let us learn to recognize the tricks and craft of 
the devil. A heretic does not come with the label of 

“error” or “devil”; nor does the devil himself come in 
the form of a devil, especially not that “white devil.” 
In fact, even the black devil, who impels men to overt 
acts of evil, provide them with a covering for the acts 
they perpetrate or intend to perpetrate. In his fury 
the murderer does not see that murder is as great and 
horrible a sin as it is in fact, because he has a covering 
for it. Lechers, thieves, covetous men, drunkards, and 
the like, have the means to flatter themselves and cov-
er up their sins. !us the black devil always emerg-
es in the disguise and covering of all his works and 
tricks. But in the spiritual area, where Satan emerges 
not black but white, in the guise of an angel or even 
of God himself, there he puts himself forward with 
very sly pretense and amazing tricks. He peddles his 
deadly poison as the doctrine of grace, the Word of 
God, and the Gospel of Christ. !is is why Paul calls 



Galatians 

6

the doctrine of the false apostles and ministers of Sa-
tan a “gospel,” saying, “to a different gospel.”6

Regardless of good intentions or a purported devotion to God’s 
Word, people can distort and corrupt the gospel, and even 
worse, lead others into falsehood.

Paul insists that the gospel of Jesus Christ is unchanging; 
he makes this emphatic point twice: “But even if we or an an-
gel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the 
one we preached to you, let him be accursed. As we have said 
before, so now I say again: If anyone is preaching to you a gos-
pel contrary to the one you received, let him be accursed” (Gal. 
1:8–9). !ink about what Paul has said for a moment. He rules 
out the possibility that any human being can come along and 
change the message of the gospel, even one of the apostles. Paul 
also rules out the possibility that a heavenly being can come 
along and change the message of the gospel. Additionally, the 
person or angelic being that preaches a different gospel lies 
under God’s curse (anathema)—he is the object of God’s judg-
ment and wrath (cf. 1 Cor. 16:22; Rom. 9:3; Lev. 27:28–29; Num. 
18:14; Deut. 7:26; Exod. 22:20; Num. 21:2–3).7

!ere are several things we should notice about the way Paul 
has opened his letter to the Galatian churches, as they relate to 
the nature and exclusivity of the gospel of Christ. Notice the 
nature of the gospel. !e gospel of Jesus Christ is the announce-
ment of the good news. And what exactly is that good news? It 
begins with some bad news: man is sinful, and his sin not only 
separates him from God but also renders him liable to God’s 
wrath and judgment. Sin, whether great or small, separates us 
from God and makes us liable to his just judgment.

6. Martin Luther, Galatians, vol. 26, Luther’s Works, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan (St. 
Louis: Concordia, 1963), 49.

7. Schreiner, Galatians, 87. 
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!e good news is that God has sent his Son to deliver us 
from this present evil age. Jesus Christ has come and lived 
his life in perfect obedience to the demands of the law, which 
means he has fulfilled the requirements of the law on behalf of 
those who look to him by faith. Jesus has suffered and died on 
the cross to pay the penalty and debt that sinful people owe, on 
behalf of those who trust him by faith. Jesus was raised from 
the dead to signal his sinlessness and righteousness, to show 
that God had accepted his sacrifice on behalf of the people of 
God, and to prophetically declare that all who look to him by 
faith will be likewise raised. !is is the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
It is our salvation—accomplished and applied.

Paul writes that it was God’s will, not man’s will, to pour out 
his grace and mercy upon undeserving sinners like us by send-
ing his Son so that we might be delivered from this present evil 
age. We are transferred from the kingdom of darkness into the 
kingdom of light, and this occurs by God’s grace alone through 
faith alone in Christ alone. !e gospel is the difference between 
heaven and hell. Yet it seems that in every age, the enemy has 
tried to cloud and obscure the message of the gospel of Christ. 
Certainly this was true in Paul’s day.

What made the situation more alarming was that the false 
gospel was not coming from the easily identifiable enemies of 
Christ from outside the church, but from within, from those 
who professed to follow him. If we think that the church has pro-
gressed beyond such pitfalls, we should think again. Katharine 
Jefferts Schori, the presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church of 
the USA, was asked in an interview, “Is belief in Jesus the only 
way to get to heaven?” She responded, “We who practice the 
Christian tradition understand him as our vehicle to the divine. 
But for us to assume that God could not act in other ways, is, I 
think, to put God in an awfully small box.”8 Her statement indi-

8. Jeff Chu, “10 Questions for Katharine Jefferts Schori,” Time, July 17, 2006, 6. 
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cates that she has either misunderstood Paul, which is unlikely 
given Paul’s absolute clarity, or she simply does not believe him.

We must never forget the source of Paul’s authority—an 
apostle, not from men nor through man, but through Jesus 
Christ and God the Father (v. 1). Paul was an ambassador di-
rectly appointed by God the Son, the very image of God the 
Father, to preach the gospel, the good news. Moreover, Paul has 
said that anyone who preaches a gospel different than the one 
he and the apostles had delivered stands under God’s curse. We 
do not put God in a “small box” when we stand upon the gos-
pel as God has delivered it through Christ by the Spirit to his 
ambassadors, the apostles. Rather, sinful people try to confine 
God in a small box of their own making by saying that Christ is 
not the only way to salvation: Is Christ’s salvation so small that 
other ways to God are necessary?

Such beliefs about Christ are heretical. J. Gresham Ma-
chen (1881–1937), the founder of Westminster !eological 
Seminary and the Orthodox Presbyterian Church, exposed 
the folly of such liberalism:

It may appear that what the liberal theologian has re-
tained after abandoning to the enemy one Christian 
doctrine after another is not Christianity at all, but 
a religion which is so entirely different from Chris-
tianity as to belong in a distinct category. It may ap-
pear further that the fears of the modern man as to 
Christianity were entirely ungrounded, and that in 
abandoning the embattled walls of the city of God 
he has fled in needless panic into the open plains of 
a vague natural religion only to fall an easy victim to 
the enemy who ever lies in ambush there.9

9. J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Ee-
rdmans, [1923] 1999), 6–7. 
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If we have any doubts about Machen’s evaluation, all we 
need to do is read Ms. Schori’s answer to the question of what 
her focus is for the Episcopal Church. Ms. Schori responds: 

“Our focus needs to be on feeding people who are hungry, on 
providing primary education to girls and boys, on healing 
people with AIDS, on addressing tuberculosis and malaria, on 
sustainable development. !at ought to be the primary focus.”10 
What is missing? !e gospel of Jesus Christ! Here, the head of 
the Episcopalian Church, 2.3 million members strong, does not 
even mention the gospel. A whole “church,” at least to the extent 
that its bishop accurately represents it, has completely forsaken 
the gospel. Indeed, it has turned to another gospel—salvation 
through humanitarianism, which is basically salvation by good 
works. But the corruption of the gospel is not confined to “the 
liberals.” We should realize that we too can fall into similar sins.

Meditate upon Paul’s opening words and recognize the na-
ture of the gospel. It is the salvation of God through Christ ap-
plied by the Holy Spirit to deliver us from this present evil age 
and into the age to come, the kingdom of God. Regardless of 
the origins of error, whether from within the Church or without, 
we must be vigilant to protect the purity of the gospel. We must 
herald the exclusivity of the gospel, the saving work of Jesus 
Christ on behalf of sinners. We must be willing, in humility and 
with love, to confront the sinners of this world so that they will 
see their sin and turn to Christ. In the end, with Paul, our desire 
should be to lift high the gospel of Jesus Christ to the glory of 
our triune Lord, to whom be the glory forever and ever.

10. Chu, “Ten Questions,” 6. 
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