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If you could repeat one year of your life thus far, which year would it be, and why?

BETWEEN A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE

Have you ever been caught between a rock and a hard place? In other words, you find yourself
trapped between two decisions or scenarios, and neither seem like good options. Paul writes
his letter to the Galatians because they are in a situation just like this—caught between two
pressurized poles with the walls seemingly caving in.

The Rock: Galatia was a collection of rural cities and towns in the heart of what is now
modern-day Turkey. It was home to a contingent of very pious Jewish Christians who believed
that if someone wanted to begin following Jesus, they needed to convert to Judaism, meaning

they would need to follow the Torah, observe the food laws, and get circumcised.

The Hard Place: Galatia is also part of the Roman Empire. And the Romans worshiped a
whole pantheon of gods and goddesses, including the Roman Emperor himself. If you lived in
a Roman province, you were expected to participate in this kind of worship—or else. Only the
Jews were granted clemency from worshiping Roman gods and didn’t face persecution if they
refused.

Now, imagine you are a non-Jewish Christian living in this region. 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,
Jewish conversion is tempting. By converting to Judaism, you’d avoid conflict with the
Romans. But you could always just go offer a quick sacrifice to Caesar; what would be the
harm?

Rock. Hard place.
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And Paul is clear neither path is the right one. He writes in Galatians 1:6, “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.”

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.

WHO ARE YOU TRYING TO PLEASE?

At the heart of this tension, Paul claims, is our well-meant, but unhelpful desire to be
people-pleasers. He asks, “For am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? Or am I
trying to please man?”

Do you ever get caught up in the temptation to please others? To do whatever it takes to keep
the peace? To be seen in a positive light? This is a natural human tendency, but as Paul points
out, we can’t actually be a people-pleaser and follow Jesus well. The two will inevitably clash.

Pastor and author Tim Keller writes 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.”

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. We don’t seek to please God because we want God
to be pleased with us, but because God already is pleased with us.

Spend a few moments discussing this idea with your group. 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?

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

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



2. In Chapter 1, 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?

3. How might God want to use our stories to encourage or give hope to others?

4. Are there people or groups our culture tends to view as “outsiders” to faith or the
Church? Where might our communities struggle with the question: “Who is in?” What
might God be inviting us to reconsider?

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 Ifyou’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.
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