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Galatians 1:1–9
!

PAUL, AN APOSTLE—SENT not from men nor by man, but
by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him
from the dead—2and all the brothers with me, 

To the churches in Galatia:
3Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the

Lord Jesus Christ, 4who gave himself for our sins to rescue us
from the present evil age, according to the will of our God
and Father, 5to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.

6I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one
who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a dif-
ferent gospel—7which is really no gospel at all. Evidently
some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying
to pervert the gospel of Christ. 8But even if we or an angel
from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we
preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! 9As we have
already said, so now I say again: If anybody is preaching to
you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eter-
nally condemned!

WHILE THIS LETTER appears to begin as typical
ancient letters began (Writer . . . Addressee . . .
Greetings . . . ),1 the careful reader observes not
only variations but also the themes that moti-

vate the letter. In general, Paul’s introductions are longer, just as his letters are
longer than the average ancient letter. Furthermore, Paul’s greetings empha-
size his own apostolic status (cf. Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 1:1; 2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 1:1)
and the divine origin of salvation. More importantly, Paul’s introductory
greetings are truly introductions: in each of them he begins to express his con-
cerns for the entire letter. In this letter Paul begins to speak of his unques-
tionable apostleship (v. 1: “sent not from men nor by man” is an early

1. A nice collection of ancient letters may be found in J. L. White, Light From Ancient Let-
ters (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986). See also S. K. Stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiq-
uity (Library of Early Christianity 5; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986); W. G. Doty, Letters
in Primitive Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1973); I wrote a popular introduction to Paul’s
letters: “More Than Mere Mail,” Moody Monthly 88/9 (May 1988): 36–38.
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criticism of the status of the Judaizers) and of salvation by grace (1:4); both
of these themes, of course, dominate the letter.

This introduction comprises two sections: (1) the salutation (vv. 1–5) and
(2) the occasion of the letter (vv. 6–9). The salutation includes Paul’s partic-
ular status (v. 1), the addressees (v. 1), those who are with Paul (v. 2), and the
greeting of grace and peace (v. 3). Paul greatly expands the greeting by speak-
ing of the true origin of grace and peace (vv. 4–5). The occasion of the let-
ter begins with a statement expressing Paul’s befuddlement at the fickleness
of the Galatian churches (v. 6). This Paul clarifies in verse 7 when he states
that, in fact, the message to which the Galatians were being attracted was not
the gospel at all. Paul’s convictions are so strong about their departure from
the pure gospel that he invokes an eternal curse on those who distort the
gospel of Christ that he received and preached to them (vv. 8–9).

Paul’s salutation has some interesting features that we need to examine,
including the significance of the title “apostle” (v. 1) and the meaning of “the
present evil age” (v. 4). To use the title “apostle” as the second word of the
letter is to claim authority and to expect agreement on the part of the
churches of Galatia. While our age may be essentially dialogical in its ori-
entation, Paul’s world was more hierarchical and authoritarian. To understand
this we must sketch what an apostle was in the Jewish and early Christian
world.2 The Greek term for “apostle” (apostolos) is parallel to the Hebrew word
shaliach. This Hebrew term was used to describe a personal agent, represen-
tative, or ambassador. In fact, a post-first-century definition has become
standard for how we understand what an apostle was, even in the first cen-
tury. I quote from the third-century Jewish Mishnah: “One who prays and
errs—it is a bad sign for him. And if he is a communal agent [who prays on
behalf of the whole congregation], it is a bad sign for them that appointed
him. [This is on the principle that] a man’s agent is like [the man] himself”
(Mishnah Berakhot 5:5).3 Notice in this definition that others make inferences
about a given authority on the basis of his agents. (The term “agent” is a trans-
lation of the Hebrew shaliach.) That is to say, one’s agents become the very
representations of the person who sent them, much as international ambas-
sadors are official representatives of the national leader himself. With this in
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2. On apostle, see K. Rengstorf, “a""#o%&'o(o),” TDNT 1:401–7; E. von Eicken, et al.,
“Apostle,” in NIDNTT 1:126–37; J.-A. Bühner, “a"#o%&'o(o),” EDNT 1:142–46; N. Turner,
Christian Words, 23–25; H. D. Betz, “Apostle,” ABD 1:309–11.

3. All quotations from the Mishnah are from the translation of Jacob Neusner. See The
Mishnah: A New Translation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1988). Words
in brackets are implied. A similar definition can be found in Origen, John 32.17 (Migne,
14.785C).
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mind, we can clearly see that Paul saw himself as an official representative of Jesus
Christ. He knew he had been called by Jesus Christ and been appointed an
official apostle of Jesus Christ, and he knew the implication of being called
an apostle.

Paul worked this out in several directions. While he knew there was a spe-
cial class of apostles, the Twelve (cf. 1 Cor. 15:7; Gal. 1:17, 19), he knew he
was also an apostle in a parallel sense, even if he was “last of all” (1 Cor. 15:8;
cf. Rom 1:1; Gal. 1:1; etc.).4 While it is clear that Paul at times had to strug-
gle with others over his status (e.g., at Galatia and Corinth), his own con-
victions were firm. Paul knew he had been called by the risen Jesus (1 Cor.
9:1; 15:7–8; Gal. 1:15–16) and that the Lord had revealed to him in that call
the specifics of his ministry: Paul was to go to the Gentiles (Gal. 1:16; 2:7).
This call was confirmed in Paul’s missionary successes and in his miracles (cf.
Rom. 1:5; 11:13–16; 15:19; 1 Cor 3:5–6; 4:15). In fact, Paul tells the
Corinthians: “you are the seal of my apostleship” (1 Cor. 9:2). We should also
observe that Paul, along with the testimony of the church, saw the role of
the apostles to be a special one in history; he knew that they performed a cru-
cial function in the period just after the resurrection of Christ (1 Cor. 4:9; Eph.
2:20; 3:5––6; Col. 1:24–27).

Paul, then, writes as an apostle—as one who has been called personally
by Jesus Christ, who therefore represents Jesus Christ, and who has a crucial
role in the history of the church. He claims at least that much in the second
word of this letter. He expects the Galatians to listen; he knows that dis-
agreement is no longer dialogue; disagreement is heresy when it comes to the
essentials of the gospel as made known through the apostles and prophets.
Even Paul himself must submit to his own gospel (1:8, 10).

Paul’s greeting is the typical early Christian mixing of the Greek and Jew-
ish greetings (“grace and peace”). However, Paul’s greeting is not simply from
one mortal person to another; the grace and peace Paul invokes upon the
Galatians is the grace and peace “from God our Father and the Lord Jesus
Christ.” Paul, in adding the origins of his greetings, distances his greetings
from the secular world and makes them sacred and religious. This greeting
is one shared only by Christians.

In describing the origin of the greetings, Paul goes on to comment on
Jesus, saying that Jesus Christ “gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the
present evil age” (v. 4). Forgiveness of sins is important for Galatians but it
plays a mediating role there. For this letter forgiveness implies that work of
Christ is sufficient (2:21). To bring up forgiveness, then, implies that the

Galatians 1:1–9

4. Besides for himself, Paul uses the term apostle also for those outside the circle of the
Twelve: see Rom. 16:7; 2 Cor. 8:23; Gal. 1:19 (see notes); Phil. 2:25; 1 Thess. 2:7.



Galatians have not yet grappled enough with how potent the work of Christ
was. To put this another way, while the Galatians may have thought they
were forgiven by Christ (2:15–21; 3:10–14), they did not realize that this for-
giveness was also sufficient to rescue them from “the present evil age.” It was
the present evil age that concerned Paul because he believed that those who
consistently lived in Christ would not succumb to it.

What is “the present evil age”5 from which one is rescued through the cross
(cf. 3:13)? How is one rescued from a “time period”? While it may be correct
to say that in comparison, the present for Paul is evil and the future is good
(cf. 2 Cor. 5:1–10), this is not nuanced enough for what Paul is getting at.
Judaism frequently distinguished “this age” from the “age to come,” the lat-
ter a description of the establishment of God’s justice and peace. But the rev-
olution that took place in Paul’s understanding of history when he
encountered Jesus Christ adds a new dimension to “this age.” It is probably
best to regard this expression as describing “life dictated by the law.” Because
Christ has eclipsed the age of the law and brought history to a new era (see
notes at 3:19–25), life under the law, whether lived now or in the past, is con-
sidered “an evil age” (cf. 4:3, 9; 5:1; see also 5:16–26). One who trusts in
Christ is rescued from the present evil age: “he gave himself for our sins to
rescue us“ (1:4). This expression, then, probably reflects the polemical situ-
ation of Galatians: the present evil age is the age in which the Galatians are
being seduced to live, and life in Christ is a life of freedom (5:1–12).

Paul’s introduction moves next to a description of the occasion for the let-
ter (vv. 6–9). It has often been observed that this is the only surviving letter
of Paul’s that does not contain a thanksgiving for the church to whom he is
writing. It is then usually inferred that since Paul does not give thanks, he is
either not thankful to God for them or he is so angry with what has taken
place he cannot express his thanks. These observations, in some form, are
probably accurate. However, we should also observe that many hold this let-
ter to be the first canonical letter Paul wrote and that, in light of this, it is hard
to argue a departure from his typical practice since that practice had not yet
begun. It is just possible that Paul’s practice of expressing thanksgiving in his
letters developed later or that such a practice developed out of his harsh expe-
rience at Galatia.

The reason why Paul wrote this letter, and the reason we have it, is
because the Galatians had “changed positions” on a crucial subject: the
means of acceptance with God and the role Christ played in that acceptance.
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5. For further discussion, see R. N. Longenecker, Galatians, 8–9; F. F. Bruce, Galatians,
76–77; W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (4th ed.; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980),
285–320; E.  P.  Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief, 279–303.
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Paul is amazed that their change took place “so quickly” (v. 6). At 5:4 Paul
states that this change was opting for a system in which grace was not cru-
cial and in which Christ’s work was not sufficient. Paul states here that they
were “deserting the one who called you” (v. 6); that is to say, their move was
not just an intellectual one. Rather, it was a desertion of God as made
known in Christ; it was abandoning of their personal relationship with
God. If we use the categories of 3:19–25 (see notes there), their departure
was a decision to live in B.C. days when the A.D. days had arrived. It was a
decision to recede back in time into the days of Moses and to reject the
epoch-altering revelation in Christ. While Paul suggests this was a move to
a “different gospel,” he goes on in verse 7 to clarify this by saying that this
is “really no gospel at all.”6 The move of the Galatians was not one of those
views of legitimate Christian differences; it was total and devastating. Paul
counters here any suggestion of simple Christian differences. When the
gospel of grace in Christ is supplemented with the system of Moses, the
result is not a perfected, fully mature gospel; rather, it is a gross perversion
and a totally different message.

Gross perversions of the gospel are heresies. Paul’s final words here are
potent. He invokes a curse on anyone (including himself!) who distorts the
gospel. Paul’s sentences in verses 8–9 are largely parallel and synonymous with
one interesting variation. The expression “the one we preached to you” in
verse 8 has its parallel in verse 9 in “than what you accepted.” The latter
expression is related to his apostolic calling. Paul uses here the technical lan-
guage of passing on sacred traditions (“what you accepted”; Gk. parelabete) in
such a way as to guarantee authenticity and heredity. It is the same language
used by rabbis for handing on their sacred traditions, and it is the same term
Paul uses for the tradition of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:23). The message
Paul preached is the message that ultimately derives from the Lord because
it is has been transmitted to others through his apostles.

Those who distort this message are rejecting the authority of Christ and are
therefore cursed (anathema). This word is used in the Old Testament for some-
thing consecrated to God for his destruction (cf. Deut. 7:26; Josh. 6:17–18).
Paul is not talking here about church discipline; his language is far too strong
for that. He is invoking God’s final damnation and wrath on people who dis-
tort the gospel of grace in Christ and substitute, in effect, Moses’ law as the pre-
eminent form of revelation. They are like those who reject the message of the
prophets (1 Kings 11:30–31) or apostles (Matt. 10:14).
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6. Some scholars see an intentional word-play by Paul in “turning to a different [heteron]
gospel—which is really no gospel at all [allo].”  The first word is said to mean “a different
kind” and the second “(not) another of the same kind.” See the discussion in Burton, Gala-
tians, 22–24, 420–22.



Paul’s introduction encompasses much: it moves from wishing God’s
grace and peace on believers to cursing those who refuse that grace; it moves
from Paul’s titled status (apostle) to the severest form of that status (cursing).
It introduces us to the heart of the Galatian problem: a gospel of grace at war
with a gospel that minimizes Christ.

ANY BIBLE READER knows that reflection and med-
itation upon even the smallest of words and sen-
tences of God’s Word can produce applications
for life. Because of the scope of this commentary

we cannot suggest applications for everything Paul says in these first nine
verses. We have to examine the land and find the more significant contours.
This is usually done by finding the more logically important words, the most
theologically significant ideas, and the more practically relevant issues. Even
then we will omit some important things. For example, the resurrection of
Christ is crucial both for Christian life and for apologetics.7 Paul mentions the
resurrection in verse 1, but the resurrection does not play a critical role in the
theology of Galatians. Since this is not a word-by-word commentary, we will
not be able to trace out the applications of every expression. In this particu-
lar section (1:1–9), we point out three elements of “bridging the context.”

(1) It is clear to any reader of this letter that Paul faced different problems
than we face. He was a Diaspora Jew, probably raised in Jerusalem, and he
encountered traveling missionaries who distorted the apostolic gospel of
Christ by adding Moses to it in such a way so as to make life in Jerusalem (and
elsewhere) more socially comfortable. I have rarely heard of Christians con-
verting to Judaism in such a way that they thought they were bringing
Christianity to its fullest form. I have heard, sadly, of some who have rejected
Christ and opted for Judaism (or some other faith). Put differently, when we
apply even this introduction, we must be aware of the differences as well as
the similarities. We must be aware of the social context of the Judaizers as a
potential clue for application. Perhaps we will find groups of Christians who
are deeply influenced by leaders who themselves are seeking acceptance with
some social group. Perhaps they, like the Judaizers, are imposing a message
on others to avoid persecution of some sort.

What is needed is an ability to understand both what Paul meant by
“which is really no gospel at all” (v. 7) and what currents and ideas today have
altered the gospel itself. This is the burden of the letter to the Galatians. We
fail to understand this letter if we become absorbed with legalism as the main
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7. E.g., see  J. R. W. Stott, Contemporary Christian, 70–85.
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application. Legalism was wrong not because laws are somehow wrong, but
because legalism supplanted Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. As we pointed
out in the introduction, we need God’s grace to discern when Christ has been
minimized or decentralized and when the important role the Spirit has in our
Christian life has been eliminated. The thrust of the entire letter of Galatians
makes this clear. If we simply move from Paul’s context to ours, we might
think only in terms of heresies that distort the gospel of grace by supple-
menting it with Mosaic law. We might even broaden this to include any form
of supplementing the gospel with legalism. But this misses the heart of Gala-
tians. Paul urges on us here the centrality of Christ and the cruciality of the
Holy Spirit. The specific kind of distortion is much less important than
what happens to Christ and the Spirit in that distortion. As we seek to apply
Galatians we must be looking for ideas, practices, and people who supplant
the sufficiency of Christ and the power the Spirit plays in our life.

Again, we must be on guard against the idea that every rule or regulation
in Christian living is a necessary form of Galatian legalism. In fact, we are per-
suaded that rules can be educationally useful for Christian development.
What we are looking for in applying the message of Galatians are rules or reg-
ulations that distort the gospel. We are looking for systems analysis, an abil-
ity to discern the workings of various messages so that we can see each part
in the light of the whole.

Heresies are transformations of the real thing. In seeking for parallels in our
current world we need to see what happens when the gospel is supplemented,
augmented, altered, or changed. What happens when we emphasize, for
instance, that salvation is solely by grace? Do people develop a compla-
cency? Do Christians begin to sense that Christian holiness is an option? Then
we need to ask if this is consistent with the gospel of grace. Of course, it is
not. In other words, we must explore where our gospel is giving off such an
impression and to alter our original statements. What happens when we
emphasize the demand of the gospel? Do Christians begin to develop a lack
of confidence in the sufficiency of Christ? Do they begin to sense that the
gospel is a burden? What happens when we emphasize the disciplines of the
Christian life? Do Christians, especially young Christians, begin to neglect the
dynamic the Spirit brings into our life? What we need, in all of this, is a bal-
ance that comes only as a result of God’s grace, a balanced appreciation of both
God’s grace and the demand that grace has upon our lives. We must preach
both God’s grace and the transforming powers of the gospel. Perhaps we can
move at our problems from the other end: if we see people who are compla-
cent, who are independent of the Holy Spirit, or who do not seem to live in
total dependence on Christ, then we need to examine our gospel to see if it
is leading people astray from these centralities.

Galatians 1:1–9



(2) It is not unusual for me to receive letters at my office from prospec-
tive students whose letters begin with a near-Pauline salutation. Imitation of
Paul is not wrong, but I am not persuaded that Paul is teaching us here how
to write letters. He is not instituting a form of Christian communication. Our
form of letter writing is different: “Dear David, etc.” Letters that begin “Scot
McKnight, a preacher and teacher of the Bible, etc.,” sound stilted and pecu-
liar today. Rather, what I must emphasize here is that the integral connection
between Paul and his churches at Galatia remains the same: we are greeted,
like the Galatians, because we are, like the Galatians, also ones who have been
rescued from the present evil age (with its perversions of the gospel) by trust-
ing in Christ. While we learn something here about the relationship Chris-
tians have with one another (and indirectly how those with more authority
need at times to relate to those in their charge), the enduring lesson does not
revolve around the nature of letter writing. It revolves around our spiritual
unity as a result of Christ and how we can approach one another in that unity.

(3) What does it mean for us that Paul was an apostle? Anything? Are we
to have apostles today? For most of us (and I include myself) it should be said
that we do not have apostles around who can direct our minds authoritatively
toward theological orthodoxy and point out heresies that confront the
church today. How do we relate to apostles like Paul, and how does our rela-
tionship to Paul affect our relationships to other authorities in the church
today? While we who believe in the Bible, and in particular in the letter of
Paul to the Galatians, are the first to admit that we want to submit to Paul’s
authority enshrined in his letters, we want to do this as a result of reflection.
Such reflection demands both the investigation of the ancient text and its
meaning then and the investigation of our contemporary society and
churches.

But surely our approach today is to recognize that we still have apostolic
guidance in this letter and that this letter can lead us in a way that is consis-
tent with the gospel. While we may need, at times, Christian pastors and
teachers who can point us in our modern society more decisively, we are per-
suaded that this letter, when read properly and applied discerningly, can guide
us in our times of heretical deviations and doctrinal distortions.

HAVING BRIEFLY STUDIED the text in its ancient
context and also having mentioned some of the
steps taken when a reader moves the ancient text
to our modern world, we need now to arouse

the reader’s attention by highlighting some potential applications. Sometimes
the material presented in this section might be useful for those who are
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