Subject Line: Galatians Week One

Mon: Galatians 1:1-10
Tues: Galatians 1:11-24
Wed: Galatians 2:1-10
Thur: Acts 15:6-21

Fri: Galatians 1:1-2:10
Happy Sunday!
When was the last time you were frustrated with a friend or family member?

Maybe you didn’t think they were making the right decision. Maybe you didn’t agree with their
stance on an issue or idea. Maybe you were just plain annoyed with something they were doing
or a certain way were acting.

Paul’s letter to the Galatians is kind of like one of these moments. He’s writing to encourage
them and offer hope, but at the same time, he’s writing from a place of frustration.

As the early church continued to grow, it became more and more diverse. And, just like is true
with our friend groups and families, the more people you gather in one place, the greater the
potential for tension and frustration.

In this week’s reading, we’re going to unpack exactly what it is that Paul is frustrated with, why it
was such a big deal, and what we might be able to learn from the whole situation.

For now, what you should know going into this incredible (and short) letter, is that Paul's goal is
to build a multi-ethnic family anchored in the grace, love, and truth of Jesus Christ. As part of
that, Paul wanted to shatter the barriers some folks in the early church were attempting to erect
around their gatherings and worship.

If Paul were writing to us today, do you think this issue might come up? What are the barriers
we, intentionally or unintentionally, put up around our friend groups, families, or even the places
where we worship?

As you read Galatians with us over the next few weeks, my prayer is that God will begin to
speak into these places and tear down the walls we build around others. Being part of the
capital “C” Church means being part of one big family all seeking to follow Jesus together.
And with that, let’s dive into our reading for this week!

P.S. Have questions about the reading or want to go deeper with a group of Bible nerds from all
over the world? Join our Wednesday night class This Week In Galatians! We meet on Zoom
each Wednesday at 7 pm. You can reqister to join us here.



https://my.hpumc.org/OnlineReg/6286

About the Reading
Monday

Paul’s letter to the Galatians opens like many letters do, with a greeting and acknowledgment of
who he’s writing to. But Paul is also clever. He knows his audience. He’s aware they might have
questions or challenges to what he’s about to say, and so he begins by establishing his
authority.

“Paul, an apostle.”

Paul uses the Greek word, apostolos, which means to be “sent.” Specifically, Paul argues he
was sent not by humans, but by Jesus Christ and God Himself. To be an apostle is to act as an
official representative. Paul is proclaiming himself to be an official representative of Jesus
Christ.

Paul then gives a brief summary of the Gospel he represents, saying, “Jesus Christ, who gave
himself 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.”

What would you say if someone asked you to give an elevator pitch for what Jesus means to
you? What aspects of your faith would you highlight? Take a moment today to write it out in just
a sentence or two.

Verse six is where the tone shifts, and we start to get a sense of Paul’s frustration and why he’s
writing this letter in the first place.

Have you ever been caught between a rock and a hard place? It's a figure of speech, but my
guess is you know what it means. You'’re trapped between two decisions or scenarios and
neither feel like good options.

The community Paul writes to in Galatia was facing a situation like this—caught between two
pressurized poles with the walls seemingly caving in.

Many scholars believe this is either Paul’s very first letter, or at minimum one of the earliest he
wrote. And | have to wonder if he picked up his pen both out of compassion for the situation
these followers of Jesus found themselves in and frustration toward the people who put them
there.

The Rock
Galatia is actually a collection of cities and towns in the heart of what is now modern day

Turkey. Galatia was not considered a bustling urban center, but a backwoods, rural area. And it
just so happened to be home to a contingent of very pious Jewish believers.
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These Jewish Christians believed that if someone wanted to begin following Jesus, they needed
to convert to Judaism—meaning they would need to follow Torah, observe the food laws, and get
circumcised.

The Hard Place

Then there are the Romans, who worshiped a whole pantheon of gods and goddesses,
including the Roman Emperor himself. And if you lived in a Roman province, you were expected
to fall in line and participate in this kind of worship—or else. There was only one exception; If you
were Jewish, you were granted clemency from worshiping Roman gods and didn’t face
persecution if you refused.

Now imagine you are a non-Jewish Christian living in this region. Can you sense the tension?
On the one hand, you have Jewish believers pressuring you to convert—something you’'ve heard
you’re not required to do from teachers like Paul. On the other hand, if you don’t want to be
persecuted by the Romans for not worshiping their gods, well then Jewish conversion starts to
look really tempting.

What would you choose? By converting to Judaism you’d avoid conflict with the Romans. Or
you could just go offer a quick sacrifice to Cesear; what’s the harm?

Rock. Hard place. And Paul is clear neither path is the right one.

‘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” (Gal. 1:6).

Paul wants the Galatians to know that under no circumstance should they feel pressured to
convert to Judaism or give into Roman worship—to do so would be tantamount to creating a new
(and false) gospel. He also wants to send a message to those in power that, in God’s family,
there are no barriers when it comes to ethnicity or background.

Pastor and author, Tim Keller, explains, “If the Galatians are really turning their backs on God
and taking hold of a gospel that isn’t a gospel at all, then their condition is dangerous. The
anxiety and anger that Paul expresses is the same that any loving parent or friend would
experience if a child or companion was going seriously astray.”

Paul goes as far as to say that if anyone—even himself—distorts the gospel, then they ought to
be accursed. The word he uses is anathema; a word often used in the Old Testament for
something that needs to be consecrated to God to be destroyed (Deut. 7:26: Josh. 6:17—18).
Paul explains that, at the heart of this tension, is our well-meant, but unhelfpul desire to be
people-pleasers. He asks the question, “For am | now seeking the approval of man, or of God?
Or am | trying to please man?”

| don’t know about you, but | am the quintessential people-pleaser. | don’t want to upset people,
or rock the boat, or think that anyone is angry with me. So | do whatever it takes to keep the


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deut.%207%3A26%3B%20Josh.%206%3A17%E2%80%9318&version=NIV

peace, even if that means putting more pressure on myself, or pushing down hurt feelings rather
than expressing them. But, as Paul points out, we can’t actually be a people-pleaser and follow
Jesus well. The two will inevitably clash.

I love how Tim Keller puts it, saying that people pleasing is essentially you giving “some form of
human approval the rights and power over your heart that only God should have. It means you
will be as devastated by the loss of this approval as if you felt criticized or condemned by God.”
When we do this it has terrible consequences. This is what Jesus was talking about in Matthew
6 when he described how the Pharisees loved to pray in public hoping to be seen by others—to
please them and be pleasing in their sight.

But humans are flawed. We will never have the ability to please or be pleasing to others in all
circumstances. We will let them down and be let down by even the ones we love dearly. And if
you stake your happiness on the approval of others, that castle will eventually crumble and
leave you standing in the ruins.

This is the beautiful thing about the Gospel. As this section’s sponsor, Tim Keller says, “We do
not live God’s way in order to become His children, but out of gratitude that we are already
God’s children.”

In other words, you don’t seek to please God because you want God to be pleased with you, but
because God already is pleased with you.

Who would you rather live your life for—people you have to bend and contort yourself to please
and be pleasing to? Or the God who deeply loves you and wants to give you a future of hope
and peace?

What a welcome and introduction to this powerful letter!

-AJ

Tuesday

In today’s section, Paul is going to share his story. We read about the very events he’s going to
talk about back when we studied Acts together. Here’s a great (and short) video from the Bible
Project if you need a refresher. If you want a deeper dive, here’s the email where Elizabeth and |
unpacked this life-transforming event.

Reading this time, there are a couple of things that stand out to me.

Paul is clear to point out that the “revelation” (read earth-shattering vision that was tantamount
to an apocalyptic event), didn’t come from other humans—he didn’t receive it from a teacher or
mentor or pastor or friend—but straight from Jesus Christ himself. Paul is once again explaining
the authority from which he leads others to Jesus. He got it straight from the Source.
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Here’s the line | really love, | wish | could put it in neon lights on the side of the Dallas Tollway:
“He who used to persecute us is now preaching the faith he once tried to destroy.”

Just think about that statement. A man who was vehemently opposed to Jesus and the early
Christian movement had a life-transforming encounter with the risen Jesus, and became one of
its most ardent supporters.

This just goes to show, it doesn’t matter who you were. What matters is who you are in the eyes
of Jesus.

What is your story of transformation? If you were asked to share why you follow Jesus today, or
what Jesus has done in your life, what story would you tell?

Your journey with Christ doesn’t have to be as shocking as Paul’s to encourage others or glorify
God. We belong to a community of different stories and experiences that work together to create
a glorious canvas of faith, a work of art that tells the story of God’s transforming power, of God’s
unmerited favor for all of us, and the hope that we can become something new thanks to the
love of Jesus and the power of the Holy Spirit. Your story is part of that canvas. Don’t be afraid
to share it! When you do, you glorify God and offer hope to those who need it most.

-AJ

Wednesday

We left off yesterday feeling quite confident about Paul’s ministry. He has a calling and an
announcement of the Gospel given to him directly by Jesus, and now he has the stamp of
approval from the apostles. In fact, they praise God because of Paul and send him out to take
this good news to the world!

So things should be smooth sailing as Paul goes to preach to the Gentiles, right?

Unfortunately, no. Paul still experiences a significant amount of opposition to the work that
Jesus called him to do from Jewish Christians who believed that for non-Jews to truly become
part of God’s family, they needed to obey the Law. As we learned in Chapter 1, some of these
Jewish Christians had come to the congregations in the region of Galatia and began
undermining Paul, insisting that circumcision and Torah obedience were required. Paul says
they “infiltrated our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and make us slaves.”

Slaves to what?



To earning their place at Jesus’ table, | think. To the idea that belonging in God’s family comes
with requirements. For Paul, this wasn'’t just a debate about religious practice—it was about the
integrity of the Gospel. If the Gentiles weren’t accepted as they were, the message of Jesus’
grace was on the line, and Paul was not willing to let that go. He refused to let the doors of the
Kingdom be shut in the faces of people God had invited in. He refused to let anyone forget that
the gospel reveals God standing with arms wide open to all people.

After fourteen years away, Paul and Barnabas travel back to Jerusalem because of a revelation
they received (v. 2). It’s very likely that the revelation he speaks of is the one described in Acts
11:27-30:

“During this time some prophets came down from Jerusalem to Antioch. One of them,
named Agabus, stood up and through the Spirit predicted that a severe famine would
spread over the entire Roman world...The disciples, as each one was able, decided to
provide help for the brothers and sisters living in Judea. This they did, sending their gift
to the elders by Barnabas and Saul.”

So with this generous offering in hand, Paul and Barnabas come to link arms with the church in
Jerusalem and ease the suffering they would face from the famine. But it seems that Paul also
comes with a question burning in his heart. He arranges a meeting with the apostles to confirm
that they are still aligned on the message of the Gospel and the inclusion of the Gentiles into
God'’s family.

To make the question plain, Paul brings Titus along—a Greek, uncircumcised believer who had
been commissioned as a leader for believers in Crete. Imagine Paul standing before Peter,
James, and John with an arm around Titus’ shoulders, saying in effect, “Here he is. Faithful,
committed, filled with the Spirit. Do you require more of him?”

They don't.

What’s more, when Paul tells them about the Gospel message that he has been preaching all
over, they don’t even want to make adjustments. After fourteen years, they didn’t tell him his
Gospel was deficient, and they were happy to recommission him to lead the charge of
ministering to the Gentile world in the same way that Peter led the charge to the Jews.

This specific period of fourteen years jumps off the page at me because we know that Jews
would read the entire Torah (the first five books of your Old Testament) together in synagogue
each year. I'm not sure how long you’ve been studying the Bible, but imagine how much more
study you could do in fourteen more years! Imagine how much time they had spent meditating
on the Torah, poring over prophecies, and hashing out what Jesus means for all of it.

And after all of that, they are still in exact agreement with Paul that, as N.T. Wright puts it, “the
gospel is the announcement that the crucified and risen Jesus is Lord of the world. And if he is



Lord of the whole world, then those who believe in him, who give allegiance to him, must form a
single family. There cannot be divisions based on nationhood or race.”

They champion Paul and give him “the right hand of fellowship.” According to Marty Solomon, in
the Roman world, a right-handed handshake was a special ceremonial gesture meant to signify
brotherhood and deep kinship. You are me, and | am you. So, by extending their hands, they
are saying, “You'’re one of us, Paull We are doing this together.”

This is especially important to Paul because Peter, James, and John are called the “pillars of the
Church,” which echoes the Jewish tradition of referring to the patriarchs of the Jewish
nation—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—as “the pillars.” Paul doesn’t put them on a pedestal (see v.
6: “God does not show favoritism”), but he does recognize their influence and authority. They
are the pillars of the new temple Jesus is building, made of believers from every background
and nation.

With their support, Paul is ready to press on. The only request they make of him? That he
remembers the poor, which fittingly is exactly what brought him to Jerusalem in the first place.

— EH
Thursday

It would be great if Galatians 2 was the end of the discussion—that once Paul and “the pillars”
clasped hands and united themselves once again behind the gospel of grace, everyone else
would recognize that this is the truth.

But that’s not often how faith works in real life, is it?

Despite this moment of unity, questions keep surfacing in the early Church. You might be
thinking, I thought we had settled this! | wouldn’t be surprised if Paul shared that sentiment. But
tensions don’t disappear overnight, and convictions take time to shape a community.

In fact, the more | read the epistles, the more | see how this question—Who is in, and by what
means?—echoes across the New Testament. Acts 15 marks a pivotal moment when the early
Church stops to wrestle with this together.

Should the Gentiles have to follow the Law to be saved? Can the Church hold together with
such a mix of backgrounds, cultures, and convictions in the mix?

Here, at the Jerusalem Council, the early Church leaders officially declare that everyone, Jew
and Gentile alike, is saved by grace alone. But first, they debate.

Believers from the party of the Pharisees stand up first and argue that Gentiles must follow the
law of Moses, and | want to encourage us to sympathize with them. Circumcision mattered



deeply to the Jews, and it had for over 1,500 years. People had fought and died to keep their
laws and customs, which were their identifying marks as God’s people and the solemn sign of
their covenant with Him. It's no wonder that letting the Gentiles skip their most treasured
traditions would be deeply uncomfortable. What would be next—pulling down the temple?

Even before Jesus’ time, the Jews had been debating what to do with Gentiles who wanted to
worship the God of Israel. Essentially, there were two camps, taking sides based on the
teachings of two rival rabbis: Shammai and Hillel. Shammai taught that Gentiles could worship
God but had to convert to Judaism. Hillel, on the other hand, pointed to the story of Abraham in
Genesis 15 and declared that if Abraham could be justified for his belief (before he was ever
circumcised), so too could the Gentiles. However, though these believing Gentiles would be
welcomed to worship and learn alongside them, even the Hillel camp did not believe that they
could be considered part of God’s chosen people.

To say that Gentiles were not just welcome but full heirs to the promises of God? That was
scandalous. But Peter stands up and argues that the gift of grace of the Gospel was indeed that
strong. Paul and Barnabas stand to testify that God had indeed reached out to the Gentiles with
open arms, giving them the Spirit. James stands and points to a prophecy from Amos, showing
that this open door had been God’s plan all along.

Even Hillel hadn’t imagined grace this wide. He hadn’t gone far enough for those who
believe in the Gospel of Jesus because, as N.T. Wright put it, “If it was a matter of ethnic
identity, and of converts taking that on as of necessity, then grace would no longer be
grace.”

It is here that the Church declares that God fulfilled His covenant in Jesus, and now the family is
open to all who have faith—no exceptions, no second-class categories. And in their letter to the
churches, they write, “It seemed good to the Spirit and to us.”

They do ask that Gentiles stay away from pagan sacrifices and pagan sexual and food
practices, but that hardly seems like much to ask from disciples who want to worship King
Jesus. This was also a way to reassure the Jewish Christians that admitting these Gentiles
wouldn’t mean a collapse into idolatry, syncretism, or immorality.

What happened here in Acts 15 was a Spirit-led conviction that the good news of Jesus is
bigger than anyone could have expected, hoped, or dreamed. And the Church wouldn’t
be built on customs but on his grace. This is what Paul will argue at length, from various
points and angles, throughout this letter.

But this isn’t just a resolution for them. It's a reminder for us, too. The gospel still pushes us to
ask hard questions about who belongs, how we welcome others, and whether we’re building our
communities on grace...or something else. This is a story that reminds us that the way forward
often requires honest, messy, Spirit-led conversations with those we think are dead wrong.
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I’'m not sure who that is for you, but | do know that the same Spirit that was at work then,
stretching the Church to make room for what God is doing, is at work now.

May we have ears to hear and hearts willing to be stretched so that we too can look at those
who are wildly different from us and say, “By grace and through faith in Jesus, you belong here.
It seems good to the Spirit and to us.”

—EH

Friday

Each Friday in Galatians, we’re asking you to go back, take 15 minutes, and read the entire
week’s reading in one sitting. As you read, ask yourself the following questions:

What stands out to you this time? Was there anything new you picked up on?

If you were asked to summarize this section of Galatians, what would you say?
Where do you see yourself in the story? What do you imagine it would be like to read
this letter at the time it was written?

In general, this is a healthy habit when it comes to reading the Bible. Reading Scripture well
often means reading it multiple times because the more you meditate on the text, the more you
will pick up on the different layers happening in a particular passage, and within the book as a
whole. You'll also begin to see things from your own experience leap out at you from the page
as you read again and again.

“Blessed is the one... whose delight is in the law of the LORD, and who meditates on his law
day and night.” — Psalm 1:1-2.

Reflection Questions

1. How would you describe the Gospel in your own words if someone asked you to
summarize it for them?

2. Where do you find yourself tempted to do certain things or make certain decisions based
on pleasing others? What does it look like to live in a way that seeks to please the God
who is already pleased with you?

3. In chapter one, Paul shares his story with the church in Galatia. What story would you
share if someone asked you why you decided to follow Jesus and how it changed you as
a result?

4. How might God want to use your story to encourage or give hope to others? Take a
moment to pray, asking God to give you opportunities to share what Jesus has done in
your life with others.

5. What might it look like today to confuse cultural or religious customs with the essentials
of the gospel?



6. Are there people or groups you tend to view as “outsiders” to faith or the Church? Or do
you see ways that our community struggles with the question: “Who is in?” What might
God be inviting us to reconsider?

7. Paul and the apostles stood firm for the truth of the gospel even when it meant
confronting others. When have you needed to stand for truth? Have you ever felt
pressure to compromise your convictions to keep the peace or please others?

Weekly Practice

For thousands of years, the early followers of Jesus practiced fasting—abstaining from food for
a specified time—as a means of cultivating the fruit of self-control in their lives. Fasting was a
way to surrender themselves to God in both mind and body, while focusing their hearts on a
deep hunger for God. If fasting is new for you, you're not alone! Below are a few ideas for how
to dip your toe in the waters of fasting, including alternative abstinence practices for those who
have a complex relationship with food.

e Start small. Pick one meal to fast from this week. Spend at least part of the time you
would be eating in prayer with Jesus.

e Fast until sundown for one day. Pick a day that works for you. Abstain from food until
the sun goes down that evening. At night, celebrate with God over your meal. Spend
time reflecting on what this experience was like for you. Where did you feel resistance?

e If you're not ready to abstain from food, pick another habit to cut out for a period of time.
This could be social media, sweets, or other forms of entertainment. As you experience
longings for these things, turn your attention back to God in prayer.

Resources

A Guide to Galatians | The Bible Project | Website

Galatians (The NIV Application Commentary) by Scot McKnight | Commentary
Galatians forEveryonee by N.T. Wright | Commentary

Galatians For You by Tim Keller | Commentary

Galatians Podcast Series | The BEMA Podcast

Galatians in Three Dimensions | N.T. Wright | Video

How to Read NewTestamentt Letters | The Bible Project | Podcast Series
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