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How to Make the Best 
Use of This Issue

Whether you’re the teacher or a student—

1.	 Start early in the week before your class meets.

2.	 Overview the study. Review the table of contents and read the study 
introduction. Try to see how each lesson relates to the overall study. 

3.	 Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture pas-
sages for the lesson. (You’ll see that each writer has chosen a favorite 
translation for the lessons in this issue. You’re free to use the Bible 
translation you prefer and compare it with the translation chosen for 
that unit, of course.)

4.	 After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
writer’s comments. The comments are intended to be an aid to your 
study of the Bible. 

5.	 Read the small articles—“sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended 
to provide additional, enrichment information and inspiration and to 
encourage thought and application.

6.	 Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each lesson. 
They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, and 
they can also be used in the class session itself.

If you’re the teacher—

Do all the things just mentioned, of course. As you begin the study with your 
class, be sure to find a way to help your class know the date on which each 
lesson will be studied. Here are some suggestions to guide your lesson prepa-
ration: 
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A.	 In the first session of the study, briefly overview the study by iden-
tifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents on pages 
11–12 and on the first page of each lesson.

•	� Make and post a chart that indicates the date each lesson will be 
studied.

•	� If all your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied.

•	� Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.gc2press.org under the “Teacher Helps” menu.

•	� Develop a sticker with the lesson dates and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover.

B.	 Get a copy of the Teaching Guide, a companion piece to this Study 
Guide. The Teaching Guide contains additional Bible comments plus 
two teaching plans. The teaching plans in the Teaching Guide are 
intended to provide practical, easy-to-use teaching suggestions that 
will work in your class.

C.	 After you’ve studied the Bible passage, the lesson comments, and 
other material, use the teaching suggestions in the Teaching Guide 
to help you develop your plan for leading your class in studying each 
lesson.

D.	 Premium Commentary is now available for $30 at www.gc2press.org. 
This in-depth commentary is a great resource for teachers.

E.	 Teaching resource items for use as handouts are available for $20 at 
www.gc2press.org. under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

F.	 Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

G.	 You can receive the lesson preview each week by signing up for 
the Baptist Standard weekly newsletter at no cost. Sign up here. 
(www.baptiststandard.com/subscription/email).
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Do you use a Kindle?

This Connect 360 Bible Study Guide, along with several other studies, is 

available in a Kindle edition. The easiest way to find these materials is to 

search for “GC2 Press” and/or “BaptistWay” on your Kindle or go to www.

amazon.com/kindle and do a search for “BaptistWay.” The Kindle edition 

can be studied not only on a Kindle but also on your smartphone or tablet 

using the Kindle app available free from amazon.com/kindle.
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Ed Jordan wrote lessons one through four. Dr. Jordan is a graduate of Gold-
en Gate Baptist Theological Seminary and has been a pastor for 30 years. He, 
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Introducing

A Cry for Freedom
Grace That Is Still Amazing

A STUDY OF GALATIANS

Background of the Book of Galatians

Of the thirteen letters in the New Testament attributed to Paul, the apostle’s 
letter to the Galatians was certainly written by him and is most likely his ear-
liest letter written. The letter is the fieriest of Paul’s letters. That fire burned 
from a passion to protect the gospel of freedom found in trusting Jesus as the 
Savior for all people. Christianity grew out of Judaism, in which Jesus fulfilled 
all the covenant promises of God. Some Jewish Christians, who trusted Jesus 
to be the Messiah, wanted to continue in the ways of the covenant God made 
with Israel. The letter to the Galatians refutes such claims and clearly lays out 
the gospel message that trust in Jesus through faith alone is sufficient to have 
a righteous relationship with God. This letter marks the clear lines of demar-
cation between righteousness obtained through keeping Torah practices or 
through trusting in Jesus, the Christ, the Son of the Living God, alone. 

In one sense, the letter is very personal. Paul wrote of his life persecut-
ing the church (1:13–14) and his commissioning to evangelize the Gentiles 
(1:11–12, 15–16). He shared both his disappointment (1:6–9) and his grati-
tude (4:12–14) with the church. Being freed from the bonds of religion him-
self, he advocated for all people to know and live in the freedom that came 
through being justified before God by trust in Christ alone. Uncharacteristi-
cally, Paul signed this letter “with my own hand” to ensure his readers knew 
this message was his.

Dr. Gene Wilkes
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A Cry for Freedom

There is a cry for freedom that rings out from the human heart all across 
the world. And yet, even as that cry rings out, there are many other voices 
urging us down dead-end roads that will never lead to the righteousness God 
intends for those who live in freedom.

Galatians is Paul’s earliest letter, and it is obvious, he was furious because 
some false teachers had come into the churches and attempted to turn these 
churches from grace to a different gospel. This dangerous movement was try-
ing to make Christians follow the Jewish law. Since almost all the early Chris-
tians were practicing Jews, this was not a real problem. But when thousands 
of Gentiles started coming to Christ, it created a real crisis. 

In Galatians, there is no middle ground. There are no focus groups to 
work out a compromise. Human efforts, accomplishments, and aspirations 
are deemed worthless in the quest for freedom. The only path to freedom is 
found in Christ alone. When this truth is proclaimed, freedom will flourish.

Galatians teaches us that our purpose for living is not about keeping the 
rules; it is all about a relationship with Jesus. As a follower of Jesus, you have 
been set free by the gospel of grace … grace that is still amazing.

A Cry for Freedom
Grace That Is Still Amazing

A Study of Galatians

Lesson 1	 A Cry for Freedom	 Galatians 1:1–10
Lesson 2	 Radically Changed	 Galatians 1:11–24
Lesson 3	 Liberation by Grace	 Galatians 2:1–10
Lesson 4	 Ready to Rumble	 Galatians 2:11–21
Lesson 5	 Bewitched	 Galatians 3:1–14
Lesson 6	 The Promise of Grace	 Galatians 3:15–29 
Lesson 7	 Redemption 	 Galatians 4:1–11
Lesson 8	 Where Is Your Joy?	 Galatians 4:12–20
Lesson 9	 The Cost of Freedom	 Galatians 4:21–31
Lesson 10	 Called to Be Free	 Galatians 5:1–15
Lesson 11	 Walk by the Spirit	 Galatians 5:16–26
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Lesson 12	 Carry On	 Galatians 6:1–10
Lesson 13	 Do Good	 Galatians 6:11–18

Additional Resources for the Studying 
the Book of Galatians1

William Barclay. The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesians—Enlarged Print 
Edition (The New Daily Study Bible). Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2019.

Matthew Henry. Matthew Henry’s Commentary: On Galatians. Scott’s Valley, 
CA: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2017.

David Jeremiah. Galatians: The Path to Freedom (Jeremiah Bible Study Series) 
Kindle Edition. Nashville, TN: HarperChristian Resources, 2019. 

Max Lucado. Life Lessons From Galatians: Free in Christ (Kindle Edition). Nash-
ville, TN: HarperChristian Resources, 2018. 

J. Vernon McGee. Thru the Bible Vol. 46: The Epistles (Galatians) (46). Nash-
ville, TN: Thomas Nelson; Supersaver Edition, 1996.

The Navigators. The Fruit of the Spirit: A Bible Study on Reflecting the Character 
of God (LifeChange). Carol Stream, IL: NavPress, 2022

R.C. Sproul. Galatians: An Expositional Commentary. Sanford, FL: Ligonier 
Ministries, 2022.

Todd D. Still, Bruce W. Longenecker. Thinking Through Paul: A Survey of His 
Life, Letters, and Theology (Kindle Edition). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan 
Academic, 2014. 

Charles Swindoll. Insights on Galatians, Ephesians (Swindoll’s Living Insights 
New Testament Commentary). Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publish-
ers; Illustrated Edition, 2015

Warren W. Wiersbe. The Wiersbe Bible Study Series: Galatians: Exchange Legal-
ism for True Spirituality. Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook, 2010.

N.T. Wright. Paul for Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians (The New Testa-
ment for Everyone). Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2nd 
Edition, 2004.

NOTES

1	Listing a book does not imply full agreement by the writer or GC2 Press with all its com-

ments.
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lesson 1

FOCAL TEXT

Galatians 1:1–10

BACKGROUND

Ecclesiastes 2:10–11

A Cry for 
Freedom

13

MAIN IDEA
Legalism teaches that Jesus plus good 
works equals salvation. Grace teaches 
that Jesus plus nothing equals salvation.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
How can I find real meaning in life?

STUDY AIM
To understand that as a follower of Jesus, 
you have been set free by the gospel of 
grace

QUICK READ
Paul is not happy that some false teachers 
had come into the churches and taught 
new believers that salvation came by 
keeping religious rules and rituals (reli-
gious legalism).

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Introduction

The background of this letter is that Paul had started some churches in a re-
gion known as Galatia, which is now Turkey. The people of Galatia were main-
ly Gentiles, i.e., non-Jewish. Paul preached that salvation is by grace alone, 
and no one can earn salvation through works or by trying to follow the law. 
God freely saves all who will by faith believe and receive Jesus, whether Jew 
or Gentile. Receiving Jesus as God’s gift of grace equates to salvation, and 
nothing more is needed to be connected to the Living God.

Paul preached this gospel of grace, then left to continue his missionary 
work elsewhere. Soon some Jewish people, referred to as Judaizers (meaning 
“to make into Jews via circumcision”) came to the Galatia churches proclaim-
ing that Paul’s gospel was incomplete, and that Paul was not a real apostle. 
They insisted that Christians must be circumcised and become Jews, then 
obey the laws of Judaism in order to be truly saved.

When Paul heard of this, he became greatly disturbed that new Chris-
tians were being duped and turning their backs on the only real means of 
salvation: God saving us by grace. He wrote a letter to expose the folly of try-
ing to add legalism to the gospel, and to preserve the truth he had preached: 
salvation comes by God’s grace provided through Jesus alone.

Galatians 1:1–10

1 Paul, an apostle (not sent from men nor through the agency of man, 

but  through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who  raised Him from the 

dead), 2 and all the brethren who are with me, To the churches of Galatia:
3  Grace to you and peace from  God our Father and the Lord Je-

sus Christ,  4 who  gave Himself for our sins so that He might rescue us 

from this present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father, 5 to 

whom be the glory forevermore. Amen.
6 I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by 

the grace of Christ, for a different gospel; 7 which is really not another; only 

there are some who are disturbing you and want to distort the gospel of 

Christ. 8 But even if we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a 

gospel contrary to what we have preached to you, he is to be accursed! 9 As 
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we have said before, so I say again now, if any man is preaching to you a 

gospel contrary to what you received, he is to be accursed!
10 For am I now seeking the favor of men, or of God? Or am I striving to 

please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a bond-ser-

vant of Christ.

Interpreting a New Testament Letter

Imagine that you are listening to someone else talking on the phone. As you 

listen, you try to figure out what the unheard person is saying, based on the 

responses you can hear. It’s a similar situation whenever we read a New Tes-

tament letter; we are reading only half of the conversation. We must piece 

together the subjects and problems being discussed from the clues present in 

the half we do have. Fortunately, we also have access to very helpful scholarly 

commentaries that can fill in some history of the people or events in the story.

Whose Apostle Was Paul? (1:1–2)

Rumors were being spread by some troublemakers who infiltrated the 
churches and tried to negate Paul’s message and influence, by saying he was 
not a real apostle. Their argument was: The twelve disciples whom Jesus first 
called were later referred to as apostles, but Paul was not among those origi-
nal twelve. The troublemakers rejected Paul’s authority as an apostle, said he 
must have been taught about Jesus by non-authorized persons, and his mes-
sage was incomplete because he did not teach that a person has to become a 
Jew to be fully saved.

In Galatians, Paul responded by recounting that his salvation, his call, 
and his appointment to be an apostle came directly from the risen Jesus 
(Acts 9:1–22). He emphasized that salvation is a gift of God’s grace and is re-
ceived by faith. The work of salvation is all done by the power of God; our role 
is to believe and receive what God has done. No one can become a Christian 
by legalistic acts like being circumcised or tallying up their good works. He 
encouraged everyone, Jew or Gentile, to receive God’s salvation by the grace 
provided in Jesus.
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Defining an Apostle

•	 In Greek, “apostle” means “sent one.” It was a naval term identifying a 

person sent as the official representative of a king or kingdom.

•	 The disciples were chosen by Jesus and sent on mission by Him (Mat-

thew 28:19–20; Acts 1:8). Upon Jesus’ death, the twelve disciples be-

came known as the apostles, as close associates and eyewitnesses to 

His life and resurrection.

•	 After Judas died, the disciples picked Matthias to replace him as an 

apostle (Acts 1:21–23).

•	 Soon, Paul encountered the Risen Lord on the road to Damascus and 

Jesus Himself commissioned Paul as an apostle to officially bear witness 

to Jesus and His resurrection among Gentiles and Jews (Acts 22:10; 

23:11).

Greetings From Paul, an Apostle (1:1–5)

Paul began this letter with a typical greeting, but this greeting is short, crisp, 
with no small talk. The Galatian churches were under attack, absorbing theo-
logical poison, and there was no time to lose in giving them the antidote!

In verses 1–2, Paul did not argue with the troublemakers in these church-
es. He knew he had met the resurrected Jesus on the Damascus Road and 
was personally commissioned by Him to share the gospel. That others denied 
this did not matter. So He began his letter by merely asserting that he was an 
apostle of Jesus Christ, not chosen by men, but chosen by God.

Paul was not alone in being concerned about the perversion of the gospel 
message occurring in Galatia; the other brethren traveling with him were also 
concerned (1:2).

What Is the True Gospel? (1:1–5)

In these few verses, Paul precisely described the true gospel. It is the message 
and power of God that rescues and delivers us out of spiritual and physi-
cal enslavement of this present kingdom of evil and death, and it transfers 
us into the freedom in Christ Jesus to begin living in the eternal Kingdom 
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of God (cf. Colossians 1:13–14). The word “gospel” is from the Greek word 
“evangelion” which means “good news.” By His grace, the moment we believe 
we receive God’s gift of eternal life and are transferred into His kingdom (cf. 
Colossians 1:13). God has done it all, there is nothing to add to it. Good news: 
God did it all!

In verses 1–5, Paul packaged five major truths about the gospel. First, 
Paul told that His apostleship, and the message he proclaimed, did not come 
from men (1:1). God called Paul, sent him, and spoke His truth through him.

The gospel is from God, and about God’s activity through Jesus (1:1, 3). 
One of my favorite descriptions of God’s grace is delineated in Philippians 
2:13 says: “It is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His 
good pleasure.” Grace is God at work in you; He gives us the desire to do His 
will, and the power to actually do it.

But grace is not just an idea. Grace is the power of God in the person of 
Jesus, and God gives Himself living within the believer to actually accomplish 
His will. From beginning to end, God does it all. We are to be His co-laborers 
(1 Corinthians 3:9).

In verse 3, Paul affirmed that grace and peace originate with, and come 
through, God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. While we might just 
quickly read the words “grace and peace” in 1:3, we should pause for a mo-
ment. Grace comes first. The etymology of the word “grace,” means gift. The 
Galatians were saved by God’s gift of grace. We cannot have peace unless we 
first embrace grace.

In verses 4–5, we see why God’s grace is irreplaceable. God’s grace works 
because God was in Christ, reconciling the world to Himself (2 Corinthians 
5:18–20). We see this grace as the very distinction of the good news. In love 
Jesus sacrificed Himself in our place to take the death punishment we de-
served. He did this in order to fulfill the will of God the Father to rescue us 
and give us a new life in His presence. God did it all! We cannot add one iota 
to what God has already accomplished. To Him be glory forevermore. Amen 
(1:5).

The gospel is that God has freely done for us what we could never do for 
ourselves; we can’t add to it or replace it. Once we receive His grace, we also 
receive peace with God, peace with ourselves, and peace with other people. 
Grace leads to peace.
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The other thing to note in this grace and peace combination is it portrays 
God’s message of the Gospel. Jesus came to bring salvation through grace 
and faith, for all who will believe, so that both Gentiles and Jews could be-
come one people of God in Christ (Ephesians 2:11–22, Galatians 3:26–29). 
Eternal life is for recipients of grace and faith, regardless of their ethnic ori-
gins (see Galatians 3:8–11; 26–29). In Christ, God tore down the wall of eth-
nic separation, and He brings us all together as one people of God in Christ 
(Ephesians 2:11–22). There is no need for Christian Gentiles to follow Jewish 
laws in order to become people of God. The people of God are those who are 
in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:26–29). God instantly makes us His people when 
we receive Jesus and His grace by faith (3:28–29).

Red Alert! A Different Gospel Is Not the Gospel! Grace Is 
Grace; Do Not Desert Christ! (1:6–10)

Paul had a brilliant mind and could instantly see where ideas would lead to 
in the end. Such people are often misunderstood or criticized. While there 
are times to find areas of compromise, Paul did not compromise the gospel. 
When dealing with the eternal destiny of a soul or sustaining the truth of the 
gospel to be proclaimed in the name of Christ, there can be no redefining of 
who Jesus is, or what Jesus did and taught in regard to God and eternal life. 
This was Paul’s point in 1:6–10.

In verses 6–7, Paul told the Galatians he was dumbfounded that they, 
who had experienced the life-changing power of Jesus and His grace, would 
so quickly be snookered into turning away from freedom in Christ, to reenter 
a life of slavery to self-effort and legalism. He told them he had heard of the 
troublemakers (Judaizers) who were perverting the gospel by trying to add 
to it the following of Judaism’s religious laws. But human legalism negates 
grace.

The Judaizers infiltrating the Galatian churches were undermining the 
freedom provided by the gospel of God. They taught that to really become 
complete Christians, people must also become Jews via circumcision, and 
then daily follow the laws of Judaism. This meant God’s grace was not enough.

Paul saw that the end result would make Christianity a subsidiary of Ju-
daism. Jesus and the Spirit would be replaced by Jewish traditions and le-
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galism. All would be lost. Christians would lose the one and only good news, 
replacing it with bad news and bad rules.

No person can please God by being good enough to follow all the rules. 
The law was given to show that it is hopeless to be able to keep them all 
(Ecclesiastes 2:10–11). The way to reconciliation with God is through Jesus 
who fulfilled and completed all that the law demanded, and He resurrected in 
order to show that sin and death cannot beat God.

In Jesus, and with Jesus in you, you are free! Free from sin, free from the 
devil, free from lies, free to know God, free to love God, and free to live for 
God. Stay free! Do not go back into trying to please God though bondage to 
your own efforts, rules, or legalism. That implies that what God did for us was 
not good enough. It is to turn your back on God.

To dramatize the immediate need for these believers to wake up, Paul hit 
them with two truths to get them to realize embracing circumcision would 
be fatal.

The first truth is in verse 8, reminding them the gospel he shared with 
them is the real thing. In Christ, God provided forgiveness and restoration, 
by which we have become a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17). When we by 
faith accept God’s grace (2 Peter 1:3), we have all we need for life and godli-
ness. This is the real gospel.

If anyone, we ourselves included, or others, or even an angel from Heav-
en, should proclaim another-way-of-salvation gospel than the one you al-
ready have received from us, let him be accursed (literally: under the damna-
tion of God, doomed to eternal destruction by God). So, the people troubling 
the church are under the curse of God, and if you buy into their teaching, you 
join them under the curse of God. Strong words, strong warnings. Paul was 
saying changing God’s way of salvation is not a game; warning of it is deadly 
and eternally destructive.

The second truth comes in verse 9, as Paul repeated the warning. Dan-
ger, danger! You have been given two warnings. If anyone is proclaiming or 
teaching to you another gospel contrary to that which you received from us, 
let him be under the eternal destruction of God. You will not be able to stand 
before God and say: “I didn’t know embracing and spreading a perverted gos-
pel was wrong.” You have been warned twice.
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So Paul urged the believers: Come to your senses! Reject the different 
gospel being preached, don’t buy it, and don’t pass it on. Reject it, reject the 
people leading you astray, and return to the grace and peace of God.

Reflective Summary, and Introduction of a New Theme 
(1:10)

Paul asked the Galatians a rhetorical question: Do you think I am writing 
such things just so you will like me? Or am I seeking to please God by urging 
you to return to His grace?

And Galatians, why are you compromising the faith? I encourage you 
to accept God’s word and God’s gospel. It is by grace you have been saved, 
through faith. Don’t walk away from the One who loves you. Embrace the one 
true gospel and reject the bad news replacement.

Implications and Application

For thousands of years, humans have created religions in attempts to find 
formulas and ways to improve their life and somehow reconnect with their 
Creator. But we can never be good enough to please God.

The gospel is good news because it gives us everything we need to be 
forgiven, become a new person, know God, discover God’s will for our lives. It 
gives us the desire to change, and frees us to live in His grace. What God had 
done in and through Jesus is irreplaceable and not reproducible. Also, thank 
God, there is no need to add our good works and self-effort as a prerequisite 
to salvation.

Through the Gospel’s grace, we are set free from the evil of this age, we 
are transferred to the Kingdom of Jesus, so we can live each day in the free-
dom God gives to us. “It was for freedom that Christ set us free; therefore 
keep standing firm and do not be subject again to a yoke of slavery” (Gala-
tians 5:1).
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Questions

1.	A friend asks you to explain what it means when a Christian says 
they are “saved by grace.” Write your explanation in the space below.

2.	Write down some legalistic human religious rules that creep back 
into a typical Christian’s life today.

3.	Think of your relationship with God. Is the relationship driven by 
fear, so you do things for God lest He “punish you” for not doing 
them? Or is your relationship with God powered by love and de-
light? What difference does your motivation make in the quality of 
the relationship? What do you love to do for God?

4.	Do you live your life with God to impress other Christians, or to ex-
press your gratitude to God for giving you a new life and new power 
to live that life? Is your life driven by legalism and drudgery, or by 
grace and gratitude?
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Introduction

In Western Christianity, we interact with the gospel and Jesus by learning in-
formation. We take classes, learn facts, and Christian principles. Our channel 
of intake is predominantly learning by: reading, listening, memorizing, and 
being taught. It is good to learn, and it’s certainly not a new thing.

We shall see in today’s lesson that Paul put many years of hard intellectu-
al work into surpassing all his peers in his knowledge of the Law and Proph-
ets, and the religious rules and regulations of the Pharisees. (The Pharisees 
were a group within Judaism that emphasized perpetuating the ethics and 
teachings of Judaism.)

Galatians 1:11–24

11  For  I would have you know, brethren, that the gospel which was 

preached by me is not according to man. 12 For I neither received it from 

man, nor was I taught it, but  I received it  through a  revelation of Jesus 

Christ.
13  For you have heard of  my former manner of life in Judaism, how 

I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy 

it; 14 and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries 

among my countrymen, being more extremely zealous for my ancestral 

traditions. 15 But when God, who had set me apart even from my mother’s 

womb and called me through His grace, was pleased 16 to reveal His Son in 

me so that I might preach Him among the Gentiles, I did not immediately 

consult with flesh and blood, 17 nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who 

were apostles before me; but I went away to Arabia, and returned once 

more to Damascus.
18 Then three years later I went up to Jerusalem to become acquainted 

with Cephas, and stayed with him fifteen days. 19 But I did not see any oth-

er of the apostles except James, the Lord’s brother. 20 (Now in what I am 

writing to you, I assure you before God that I am not lying.) 21 Then I went 

into the regions of Syria and Cilicia. 22 I was still unknown by sight to the 

churches of Judea which were in Christ; 23 but only, they kept hearing, “He 

who once persecuted us is now preaching the faith which he once tried to 

destroy.” 24 And they were glorifying God because of me.
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The Gospel: Is It Learned, or Experienced, or Both? 
(1:11–14)

Paul was on his way to being one of the smartest Rabbis in Judaism. His mind 
was filled with things God had done and said while working through history 
and through the proclamations of the Law and the Prophets. Paul knew all 
the twists and turns, the alternative readings of rules, and the preferred ways 
to carry out those laws.

In these verses, Paul stated three basic facts about the Gospel he preached:

•	 The gospel I preached among you is not according to man, i.e. it is not 
from human nature, nor human content, nor is it something I made 
up (1:11).

•	 I didn’t receive it from man (1:12) through religious services or train-
ing courses. It is not something I was taught, then memorized. It is 
not from rote learning.

•	 It is not a philosophy that was taught to me methodically.

But when Paul responded to the questions about how he received the 
gospel he proclaimed, his answer was that it was not found in his intellectual 
studies. If anyone could have found it just through study and memorization, 
it would have been Paul, perhaps the most learned and perceptive student of 
the Old Testament (OT) and Jewish traditions and laws.

But the reality is that the gospel is more than mere information, or doc-
trine. As Paul would later say, all of his pedigree, learning, and information, 
he considered as dung, in comparison to knowing Christ and salvation in 
Christ by faith through grace (Philippians 3:8).

Paul answered their question as to where he received the gospel by say-
ing it was received though a revelation of Jesus Christ (1:12). What does he 
mean by the word “revelation” in 1:12?

Pre-Christian Paul thought of Jesus as a destroyer of Judaism, so Paul set 
out to destroy Jesus’ followers. It was not until Paul encountered the living 
Christ on the Damascus Road, that the veil was lifted. Jesus, whom he knew 
to have died, was now obviously alive and full of power and glory. Now he 
understood what had been true of Jesus all along. When Jesus was revealed 
to him in person, the curtain was lifted, and he understood that Jesus was 
God become flesh, the Savior of the world, and the fulfiller of all OT prophe-
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sies, the Messiah, the King of kings and Lord of lords. When nothing stood 
between Him and Jesus, though he became physically blinded, His spiritual 
eyes were suddenly opened. He fell to the ground and rose up a new creation 
in Christ. His whole worldview and purpose had changed (Acts 9:3–19).

The Meaning of “Revelation”

The word “revelation” comes from the Greek word from which we get our word 

“apocalypse.” It is a very misunderstood word. The Greek word apocalupsus 

means “to unveil, to pull back the curtain to reveal what already exists behind 

the curtain.” It was a word from the stage or theater, when the audience sat 

on one side of a curtain, and the stage props were set up on the other side. 

When the unveiling occurs, the curtains open so the audience can now see 

what exists behind the curtain.

The English word “apocalypse” is thought to mean some kind of cataclysmic 

event, but that is not the biblical meaning. The biblical meaning is to pull back 

the curtain and unveil what is not currently perceived.

Paul declared that he received the gospel through a revelation of Jesus 
Christ (1:12). Don’t miss the joining of the two names: Jesus (Savior from 
Hebrew language) and Christ (Anointed One, meaning Messiah from Greek 
language). Jesus came to save all people, both Jews and Gentiles. There was 
to be one people of God, who were transformed by Jesus Christ. Most schol-
ars assume that this revelation of Jesus Christ to Paul is the event described 
in Acts 9:1–16 when a light shone around Paul, he fell to the ground, and 
entered into a dialogue with the resurrected, glorious Jesus Christ. Paul was 
physically blinded for three days from this encounter, and on the third day, 
Paul was figuratively resurrected as he regained his sight.

The words “through a revelation of Jesus” in 1:12 can be interpreted two 
ways. It can mean that Jesus is the content of the revelation, so the true na-
ture, person, mission, and message of Jesus was revealed to Paul. It can also 
mean that Jesus was the source of the gospel, the channel through which 
Paul received it. Both of these are true. As Ray Frank Robbins has succinctly 
stated Jesus is both the One Revealed in the Gospel, and the Revealer of the 
Gospel.
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From what we have already noted in this lesson and the previous one, 
the gospel is not just information transmitted, but rather a life-changing en-
counter with Jesus. In this passage, Paul definitely met the glorified Jesus, 
recognized Him as Lord and God, and submitted his life to service of Jesus. 
Perhaps Jesus also flooded Paul’s mind with all the OT Scriptures that talked 
about Him, as Jesus did speaking with the two men on the road to Emmaus 
after His resurrection (Luke 24:27).

In 1:12–16, it is clear that Paul did not discover the Gospel through what 
he knew; He discovered the Gospel through whom he knew. The Gospel is a 
dynamic, life-shaping relationship with the living Christ, not merely a rela-
tionship with facts and intellectual content. Paul now had both!

God at Work in Paul’s Former Manner of Life (1:13–24)

As part of Paul’s self-disclosure, he briefly summed up his pre-conversion life. 
By using the phrase “my former way of life” he revealed that Judaism, espe-
cially the Pharisee version of it, had shaped everything in his life. It was not 
just going to synagogue, it was living by all the rules of conduct, of eating, of 
health, and of religion all day and every day.

By asserting this, he presented a different kind of authority from which 
he spoke. The Judaizers were dragging the Galatian Christians into the very 
bondage of legalism and rules, which had led Paul to reject Jesus and try to 
destroy Christianity. He was asking the Galatians, “How can you get sucked 
into their rule-driven lifestyle, after having been accepted by Christ, without 
subscribing to any religious rules?” Paul was dumbfounded that free believers 
would be willing to become slaves to religious rules and customs. He knew all 
there was about Judaism yet was set free by leaving it.

Paul’s advanced knowledge and devotion to Judaism never gave him 
grace, nor peace. He was driven by works and efforts to please a Holy God, 
but all in vain; the rules and regulations did not produce the promised ef-
fect. Why did Paul leave Judaism? Because he met the resurrected Jesus, who 
loved Paul, gave him the forgiveness of all his sins, filled him with the pres-
ence of God, and redirected his efforts to serve the Living Christ instead of 
cold, calculating laws and regulations.
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In 1:15 Paul explained that God set him apart to serve God even while 
he was in his mother’s womb. It was as though Paul was saying he had always 
known God had a special plan for him. He thought that being the best Jew 
and Pharisee who had ever existed was God’s plan.

But God had an even greater purpose for Paul’s life. He was to become 
an apostle of grace. God through His grace had revealed Jesus (i.e. God’s Son 
1:16) to Paul, and Paul received Jesus into his heart. Again, this change came 
as a gift of God to an unworthy person. It is Jesus who changes us, and Je-
sus who empowers us. He has a plan or purpose for each of us. Jesus re-
vealed Himself to Paul, so Paul could fulfill God’s purpose for his life, through 
preaching Jesus to the Gentiles. We, too, meet Christ so we can share Him 
with others who don’t yet know Him.

In 1:16–24, upon meeting Jesus, and receiving his commission from Him 
to preach Jesus to the Gentiles, Paul did not immediately consult with other 
humans (flesh and blood), nor did he go up to Jerusalem to those who were 
apostles before him (1:16–17). Again, he is reaffirming that the Gospel he 
preached came not from people, but from God, i.e. from Jesus Himself.

The first thing Paul did was go to a secluded and sparsely populated re-
gion of Arabia, where he could spend time with God. While there he reflected 
upon what had happened to him and allowed God to help him rethink his 
faith. Paul was coming out of a religion that taught one pleased God by fol-
lowing rules and regulations, and that only Jews were God’s people. He saw 
Jesus as an enemy of God and a threat to Judaism, so His followers had to be 
removed or destroyed. He had actively imprisoned and killed Christians who 
were devoted to Jesus.

But now, he realized that this Jesus, who he thought was a fraud, turned 
out to be God’s Son and Savior (Jesus—Yeshua—God saves), and was the 
long-awaited Messiah (Christ). Jesus really did rise from the dead and ap-
peared to Paul as the dazzling glory of God, and even dialogued with him. 
Paul had a lot to rethink, including God, salvation by grace through faith, 
and the role of the Law in leading a person to cry out for grace and mercy. 
He needed to understand the resurrection, and the spiritual empowerment 
by the Holy Spirit. He also needed to understand why God was now allowing 
non-Jews, i.e. Gentiles, to become His people. Were there now two peoples of 
God, or had God designed that there would only be one people of God? Was 
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the Church His new people, a group not based on ethnicity, but rather upon 
faith in Jesus Christ (Galatians 3:16–28)?

Paul spent approximately three years doing this, and probably preached 
the gospel a little during that time in Arabia. After leaving Arabia, he went 
up to Jerusalem to become acquainted with Peter (Cephas) and allow Peter 
to become acquainted with him. He did not see any of the other apostles 
during that brief visit. He did meet James (the Lord’s brother), who became 
the main pastor of the Jerusalem church, but James was not technically one 
of the first apostles, i.e. not one of the original twelve. Paul stayed there 15 
days, then left and began his mission by going into the Gentile regions of 
Syria and Cilicia.

This briefness of their time spent together, and the obvious different 
ministry assignments given to Peter and to Paul, (Peter became known as 
an apostle to the Jews, whereas Paul was an apostle to the Gentiles) make it 
obvious that neither Peter, nor any of the other apostles, were the source of 
Paul’s gospel understanding and apostolic training. Paul was given His call 
and gospel message personally from, and through, the Lord Jesus Christ.

Paul’s Concluding Statements in Galatians (1:21–24)

When Paul left Jerusalem, he began his missions among Gentiles in Syria and 
Cilicia. He was still “unknown by sight” to the Christian churches in Judea. 
There were a few believers there who knew about Paul, mostly that he was the 
man who once persecuted the faith, but now preached it. They glorified God, 
because of Paul’s conversion and his service to Christ (1:24).

It is interesting to see the difference between Paul’s life as chief legalist, 
who was full of pride in his accomplishments (1:13–14; Philippians 3:4–6), 
among which included being blameless in the Law, as contrasted with his life 
after meeting Jesus, when all the credit and focus of his life became Jesus 
and giving glory to God. His me-centered life became a Christ-centered life. 
He was no longer making a name for himself, but rather making a name for 
Jesus, and thus people were glorifying God because of him. He who was well-
known among the Pharisees and powers of Judaism, was now “unknown” by 
sight among the churches of Judea. Yet while unknown, Paul’s goal became 
to make Christ known.
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Implications and Actions

Today’s study reveals that God is at work in all of our lives. Paul thought he 
knew God because of all his knowledge, but his religious beliefs caused him 
to attack Jesus and his followers. Paul was doing evil things in the name of 
religion, by killing and imprisoning people he deemed to be a threat to his 
religion.

One day, on his way to imprison and/or kill more Christians, he was 
intercepted by Jesus. While Paul’s physical eyes became blinded from the 
brightness of the presence and glory of the resurrected Jesus, his spiritual 
eyes were opened and his whole life changed. Jesus commissioned Paul to 
become an apostle to the Gentiles.

In this encounter with Jesus, Paul’s world imploded. He realized he had 
been fighting against God. He needed to turn aside and rethink what He knew 
of God and the life God desired of us. Most of what he had been taught and 
trained to become, had to be refocused and understood from a new paradigm.

Paul realized that God had been involved in his entire life, setting him 
apart to be an agent of change for God. When he met Jesus, his life changed, 
and all of his knowledge and energy was redirected.

Lives are changed as people encounter the living, resurrected Lord Jesus 
Christ, not by following religious regulations and customs. While learning 
and information are important, it is a dynamic personal relationship with 
Jesus that has the power to change our nature, our desires, our will, and our 
commitment.

How about you? Are you becoming frustrated in trying to do things to 
please God, instead of humbly receiving God and allowing Him to do things 
through you? Is your life driven by should have’s and don’ts? Is it time to re-
ceive forgiveness via God’s grace, and allow God’s indwelling Spirit to trans-
form and empower you?

Questions

1.	What things from your childhood, or miracles associated with your 
birth, which might indicate that God has been working in your life 
to bring you to the place you are today.
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2.	What things in your spiritual life reveal that you are trying to 
impress or please God based upon the things you do? How many 
things on your list are things you have to “work at” for it to happen? 
Put a check beside the ones that cause you frustration.

3.	Have you taken some time to just get away with your Bible and God, 
and spend time seeking God, and asking Him to show you what you 
need in your life at this current phase? If not, why not plan a two- 
or three-day personal retreat where you can spend most of the time 
reading God’s Word and asking Him to speak to you about how to 
better enjoy your relationship with Him.

4.	God selected Paul to take Jesus to Gentile people, to secular people. 
God gave Paul a strategy to do that, both geographically, and the 
ability to adjust his message to different kinds of people in different 
life situations. Who do you think are the people God wants to use 
your life to impact for Jesus?

5.	God saves us to share Him with others. What type of people are 
you supposed to tell about Jesus? Is it co-workers? Soccer moms? 
Neighbors? Language groups? Who else?
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Introduction

Grace is God’s unmerited and undeserved gift of forgiveness, love, accep-
tance, and new life. Too often we only think of grace in relationship to be-
coming a Christian, yet Paul’s letters make it clear that grace is not just for 
the first day of your Christian life, but for your whole lifetime. Furthermore, 
grace is relational in nature. It finds it source in Jesus, and we experience His 
grace as we experience Him in our life and impacting all of our relationships.

In today’s study we see that for Paul, God’s grace was essential in know-
ing God, in confronting one another in love, and in carrying out God’s pur-
pose for our personal lives as well as for churches. You might ask, “How can 
grace help me or our church clarify what is important? How can grace help us 
relate to one another so we come out of disagreements with healthy attitudes 
and mutual respect? How is grace involved in bringing us together to do more 
than we can do alone?”

Galatians 2:1–10

1 Then after an interval of fourteen years I went up again to Jerusalem 

with Barnabas, taking Titus along also. 2 It was because of a revelation that 

I went up; and I submitted to them the gospel which I preach among the 

Gentiles, but I did so in private to those who were of reputation, for fear 

that I might be running, or had run, in vain. 3 But not even Titus, who was 

with me, though he was a Greek, was compelled to be circumcised. 4 But it 

was because of the false brethren secretly brought in, who had sneaked 

in to spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, in order to bring 

us into bondage. 5 But we did not yield in subjection to them for even an 

hour, so that  the truth of the gospel would remain with you.  6 But from 

those who were of high reputation (what they were makes no difference to 

me; God shows no partiality)—well, those who were of reputation contrib-

uted nothing to me. 7 But on the contrary, seeing that I had been entrusted 

with the gospel to the uncircumcised, just as Peter had been to the circum-

cised  8 (for He who effectually worked for Peter in his apostleship to the 

circumcised effectually worked for me also to the Gentiles), 9 and recog-

nizing the grace that had been given to me, James and Cephas and John, 

who were reputed to be pillars, gave to me and Barnabas the right hand 
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of fellowship, so that we might go to the Gentiles and they to the circum-

cised.  10 They only asked us to remember the poor—the very thing I also 

was eager to do.

Grace in a Climate of Conflict (Acts 15:1, Galatians 2:1–2)

In the background of today’s passage, conflict is being created in the Galatian 
churches by the Judaizers (Jew makers) from Jerusalem to Antioch and the 
surrounding region. They tried to undermine the spread of the gospel to the 
Gentiles through Paul, and to convert Christians to Judaism. They claimed 
Paul was not a real apostle, and his gospel was incomplete since he didn’t 
require the Gentile Christians to become Jews via circumcision in order to 
be saved (see Acts 15:1). These infiltrators claimed to be from the Jerusalem 
church, perhaps to give their argument more weight. Paul wrote to warn the 
Galatians not to submit to the Judaizers, nor to circumcision, for to do this 
would abandon the gospel of salvation by grace (the free gift of God). By add-
ing new conditions to the salvation provided by the grace of God in Jesus, 
they were declaring what Jesus had done through His life, death, burial, and 
resurrection was inadequate and incomplete. It was to say Jesus failed, and 
humans can accomplish what Jesus could not accomplish.

Paul realized the people troubling the churches needed to be neutralized, 
and new Christians needed to be encouraged to return to salvation by the 
grace of God alone. God revealed to Paul, that he should take Barnabas and 
Titus, representing the Antioch church, and go to Jerusalem to meet with the 
apostles. There he would explain the gospel he was called to preach, and had 
been preaching for fourteen years, as well as give evidence of the grace of God 
in saving many Gentiles and starting new churches.

Led by the Spirit, Paul’s group traveled to Jerusalem to raise the issue of 
the Judaizers slipping into churches, who said they were from the Jerusalem 
church, and thereby sowing discord and doubts by teaching that Gentiles who 
received Jesus must also be circumcised in order to be real Christians (2:4). 
Paul realized that endorsing such a teaching would negate the grace of God, 
implying what God accomplished in Jesus was not enough. They claimed peo-
ple also had to become circumcised. But this would negate the freedom Christ 
came to give and bring Christians into bondage to rules and regulations (2:4). 
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Doing this would make Christianity subservient to Judaism and declare the 
work of Jesus inadequate.

In this journey to Jerusalem, and in the interactions between the repre-
sentatives of the two churches (Gentile churches and the Jerusalem church), 
we discover an amazing example of the grace of God in action. Grace is not 
passive; it is not just receiving grace, but it’s also dispensing such grace to 
others.

In 2:2, Paul states they traveled to Jerusalem, not due to a summons 
from the Jerusalem church or apostles, but in response to what God revealed 
should be done. While there, Paul explained what he had been preaching for 
fourteen years with the apostles and leaders in private, so the leadership 
would hear it first from him. He wanted his service of Jesus not to have been 
in vain.

Portrait of Grace in Action

Most good-hearted people desire to avoid conflict. I am sure Paul was not 

looking forward to having a confrontational discussion about the cultural dif-

ferences between the differing ethnic churches in different countries. Grace 

is God working in the believer, to discover God’s will, and God providing the 

power to accomplish God’s will (Philippians 2:13). God’s grace could bring 

clarity. So Paul knew that some issues needed to be addressed, resolved, and 

certain questions answered.

•	 Was salvation by grace through faith in Jesus Christ alone, or was what 

Jesus accomplished for us through His life, death, and resurrection in-

complete or inadequate?

•	 Are non-Jewish Christians required to be circumcised and become 

Jews in order to be saved? This was not Christ’s teaching, nor Paul’s.

•	 The Judaizers, who demanded that Gentile Christians become Jews, 

claimed they represented the Jerusalem church. Was this true?

•	 What was the position of James, the apostles, and the leaders of the 

Jerusalem church on salvation by grace alone?

It took grace to get together, grace to confront the issue, and grace to arrive 

at a gracious outcome. God’s grace won the day!
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Paul’s Report About What Happened in the Meeting With 
James, and the Apostles (2:3–9)

We find in verse 3, the first clue regarding James’ and the other apostles’ 
views regarding Christians being required to be circumcised. Paul stated that 
Titus, who was a Gentile Christian traveling with Paul, was not required to be 
circumcised to enter the Jerusalem church, nor to meet as part of the dele-
gation. So perhaps circumcision was not required by the apostles and James, 
the leaders of high reputation.

In verse 4, Paul explained that the source of the potential conflict in 
the Gentile churches came from false brethren, (Jews claiming to be Chris-
tians) who claimed to be from the Jerusalem church (see Acts 15:1). Paul 
explained they sneaked into the churches, to spy out the freedom believers 
have in Christ. Paul’s perception of the problem came from pseudo-Christian 
(pseudo, meaning fake) brethren. They claimed to be Christians from the Je-
rusalem church, teaching that Gentile Christians must become Jews (via cir-
cumcision) to be saved. Were they really sent by the church? By the apostles? 
Or were they frauds misrepresenting Jesus and/or the Jerusalem church? 
Was the position of the apostles aligned with the gospel of salvation through 
grace by faith in Jesus? Was there one gospel for all people, or one gospel for 
Jews and a different gospel for Gentiles?

There is no evidence Paul actually asked these specific questions, but the 
facts he shared raise these questions. Paul believed there is only one gos-
pel, and if anyone preaches a different gospel from what Jesus commissioned 
Paul to proclaim, the people spreading another gospel are anathema (under 
damnation or cursed). He wanted affirmation that the apostles in Jerusalem 
proclaimed the same gospel of salvation by grace through Jesus Christ.

Paul apparently also shared some of his testimony regarding how he en-
countered Jesus, how Jesus had sent him to be an apostle for Jesus to the 
Gentiles, and to kings (Acts 9:6, 15). God had poured out His grace upon 
Paul, and through Paul. Many Gentiles and Jews were becoming Christians 
by faith in Jesus, saved by God’s grace.



38	 A CRY FOR FREEDOM: Grace That Is Still Amazing

The Pillars’ Decision, and Affirmation of Paul’s Gospel 
and Apostleship (2:7–10)

The Jerusalem leaders realized God had indeed called Paul and sent him to 
proclaim Jesus to the Gentiles, just as certainly as Jesus called Peter to be 
sent to the Jews. Both Peter and Paul proclaimed Jesus Christ as Lord and 
Savior, as the Son of God, preaching salvation that was totally provided by 
God through His grace. They both proclaimed there was no other name un-
der heaven by which men must be saved, other than Jesus Christ. The same 
Lord effectively working through Peter, was the same Lord effectively work-
ing through Paul (2:8). There is only one salvation provided by God’s grace in 
Jesus, one Savior, one Gospel, and all believers in the Lord Jesus are sons of 
God (Galatians 3:26–29).

The reputed pillars of the church (2:9) were James (The Lord’s brother), 
Peter, and John. All three recognized the grace that had been given to Paul 
by Jesus, and therefore stood with Paul, Barnabas, and Titus in front of the 
whole Jerusalem congregation, and extended to them a visual portrait of the 
oneness and unity that exists in the Lord’s church and mission. They extend-
ed to them the right hand of fellowship, affirming that Paul, Barnabas, and 
Titus were affirmed to be partners in the same mission as the reputed “pil-
lars.” Paul’s team and Peter’s team were all part of Jesus’ team. They had been 
gifted to reach different ethnic groups, but they all were commissioned to 
go and make disciples of all nations! Peter’s giftedness was primarily suited 
for reaching Jews, whereas Paul’s giftedness was primarily cosmopolitan and 
thus multi-ethnic, multi-national, and multi-lingual in nature.

All of this becomes a case study of the power of God’s grace. Peter was 
gifted to preach in the Jewish culture he was raised in, but Peter had to learn 
a few lessons. Remember his struggle to set aside the Law, even in order to 
obey God, and even though he was famished from hunger (see Acts 10)? In a 
vision, God lowered a sheet of unclean animals and ordered Peter to kill and 
eat. But he wouldn’t because they were unclean animals, and Peter never ate 
unclean animals, as per the Law. God told him not to call unclean what God 
had cleansed. God had to do this three times to get through to Peter. Also, 
Cornelius was a Roman (Gentile) officer who feared God, whom God told to 
send for Peter to come to his house. Peter went, and when he arrived Peter 



Lesson 3: Liberation by Grace	 39

realized that he needed to go inside the Roman’s house (which was a Jewish 
ritualistic taboo). But instead of saying: “I don’t associate with unclean peo-
ple,” Peter went into the house.

Cornelius’ house was full of his relatives and friends. Peter realized that 
God sees all people the same, and that He wants all people to come to Him 
through Jesus. In Acts 10:34–35. Peter began with: “I most certainly under-
stand now that God is not one to show partiality, but in every nation [eth-
nos—ethnic group] the man who fears Him and does what is right is welcome 
to Him.” He preached Jesus to them, and the Holy Spirit was poured out upon 
them. I wonder if these experiences flooded into Peter’s mind, as he dealt 
with the issues of welcoming Gentiles into God’s Church and God’s people.

Interestingly, it is Paul, who was steeped in Jewish laws and traditions, 
who became the world’s best cross-cultural missionary and preacher to non-
Jews. He evangelized the intellectuals and philosophers in Athens on Mars 
Hill. He witnessed to rulers, jailers, Greeks, Hebrews, Hellenized Jews, rabbis, 
Phoenicians, soldiers, sailors, natives, and merchants from many countries.

Grace changes people. Grace empowers people.

The Right Hand of Fellowship

The word translated “fellowship” in English, is the Greek word koinonia. The 

word means “a shared experience or life.” It is a relationship of sharing values, 

sharing grace, sharing responsibilities, partnering in carrying out God’s mis-

sion, having mutual respect for one another, and being interconnected with 

one another through Christ. The grace of God caused the pillars of the Jerusa-

lem church to publicly acknowledge Paul, Barnabas, and Titus as equals with 

them before God, and as partners in carrying out God’s purposes.

Implications and Actions

The apostles and Christian leaders from two different countries and cultures 
came together by God’s grace, to affirm one another as all being part of God’s 
team and departed to carry out their mission among different people groups 
and in different ways. In their mutual respect for one another, they did not 
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try to impose their own culture’s needs or propensities upon others in a dif-
ferent church or mission field.

They acknowledged they were all saved by the same grace of a loving God, 
who is not one to show discrimination, nor partiality. As the pillars shared 
their handshake, and perhaps an embrace with Paul, Barnabas, and Titus, it 
was a public affirmation of the grace of God poured out on every believer, 
whether Jew or Gentile, Judean or Syrian, on believers from any country or 
ethnic group. Whoever receives the grace of God in Jesus is saved, becomes 
a member of God’s one family, and thereby commits themselves to partner 
with other believers in serving God.

This fellowship was an acknowledgment of a mutual Savior, mutual gos-
pel, mutual grace, mutual forgiveness, mutual love, and a mutual mission. 
Rules and customs rarely unify, nor is every ministry or every technique ef-
fective among differing ethnic groups, cultures, or regions. It is God’s pres-
ence and loving grace that unites us. There is freedom in letting God guide 
each ministry, rather than humans trying to micromanage the lives and min-
istries of others.

Grace transformed a potential conflict, which could have ended in a 
church split with Jews and Gentiles permanently segregated, into a mutual 
understanding about salvation by grace alone. Grace brings us together and 
empowers us to impact our circles of influence. Grace brings freedom to carry 
out our various ministries under the Lordship of Jesus Christ. Wherever He 
is empowering and leading, people are changed, and function through their 
particular strengths and gifts.

Questions

1.	How has God’s grace changed your life? Give two examples.
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2.	Ask God to show you His activity in your life as He brought you to 
Christ, and in how He changed your life by His grace.

3.	What are two obvious changes God has accomplished in your life 
since you became a follower of Jesus.

4.	What mission or ministry has God designed you to embrace? Each 
day this week, just before you read your Bible, ask God to show you 
through the Bible and through life events, what mission or ministry 
He designed you to embrace. Ask Him to show you how to carry it 
out, how to use your gifts and passions to impact others with the 
gospel of grace. Keep a notebook by your Bible and write down any 
images or thoughts He brings to mind that show you how He has 
worked through your life, or how He would like to work through 
your life. Write down what God is saying to you each day through 
the Bible passages you are reading.
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FOCAL TEXT

Galatians 2:11–21

BACKGROUND

2 Peter 3:14–15; 
2 Corinthians 3:6; 
Colossians 3:2–3

Ready to 
Rumble

43

MAIN IDEA
The Bible is full of great leaders who failed. 

That should give hope to each one of us. God 
can still redeem our lives and use each of us 
for His glory.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Do you depend on God’s grace, or your 

own goodness?

STUDY AIM
To understand that the secret to living 

the Christian life is dying to self (2:20)

QUICK READ
Peter was being two-faced. He acted like 

someone set free by grace when he first ar-
rived in Antioch, but when the Jerusalem 
Jews arrived, he reverted back to the Old Tes-
tament rules and regulations. Paul challenged 
his inconsistency between his beliefs and his 
behavior.

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Introduction

Deeply ingrained traditions are hard to alter. The Jews’ whole identity was 
in being a people that followed God’s Law, both as a way of salvation and 
an example to others. The Law, with all its myriad of man-written add-ons, 
eventually dominated every aspect of a Jew’s life, even to what clothing to 
wear in public or to the synagogue.

They had rules for how food had to be stored and prepared, what was law-
ful to eat or not, or lawful to eat with other foods, and even with whom you 
could eat. By the time of Jesus, many religious and cultural regulations went 
beyond the original Law, and had become Jewish cultural earmarks, whether 
spiritual or secular.

Galatians 2:11–21

11 But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because 

he stood condemned. 12 For prior to the coming of certain men from James, 

he used to eat with the Gentiles; but when they came, he began to with-

draw and hold himself aloof, fearing the party of the circumcision. 13 The 

rest of the Jews joined him in hypocrisy, with the result that even Barnabas 

was carried away by their hypocrisy. 14 But when I saw that they were not 

straightforward about the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas in the pres-

ence of all, “If you, being a Jew, live like the Gentiles and not like the Jews, 

how is it that you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?
15 “We are Jews by nature and not sinners from among the Gentiles; 

16 nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law 

but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, 

so that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the 

Law; since by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified. 17 But if, while 

seeking to be justified in Christ, we ourselves have also been found sinners, 

is Christ then a minister of sin? May it never be! 18 For if I rebuild what I 

have once destroyed, I prove myself to be a transgressor. 19 For through the 

Law I died to the Law, so that I might live to God. 20 I have been crucified 

with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the 

life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 

me and gave Himself up for me. 21 I do not nullify the grace of God, for if 

righteousness comes through the Law, then Christ died needlessly.”
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A Clash of Cultures (2:11–14)

When Jews became Christians in a Gentile culture, many had internal con-
flicts with freedoms they never faced as a Jew. Christians ate with one anoth-
er, without card-checking to see if you were a Jew or Gentile, and ate what-
ever appealed to them, without regard to Jewish dietary rules. This became a 
problem for some Jewish Christians, who had been trained from childhood 
in what they could eat, and what they should not eat.

Few Baptists have hang-ups about what we can eat, but we do have cul-
tural and religious traditions that can become divisive in a church if we are 
not careful. People who grew up with church running in a given way, or cer-
tain kinds of music, or attire, or liturgical traditions, often feel uncomfort-
able when church culture and traditions are different or changed.

Missionary, or Third-Generation 
Traditionalist?

When one goes out to another culture as a missionary, they either learn and 

respect the host-country’s culture, or they try to change everything there to fit 

their home country’s image. Our Baptist missionaries were trained to go into a 

foreign culture to embrace the culture of the host country and develop ways 

to share the gospel effectively in the indigenous culture. Paul did this.

So, as former missionaries to Hungary, my wife and I embraced the way Hun-

garian Baptists did church. They appreciated us, precisely because we shared 

the gospel and the Bible with them, within their own traditions and methods, 

rather than trying to make them change and conform to our American church 

and culture.

Similar cultural clashes are at the heart of today’s lessons. Christian Jews, liv-

ing in another country needed to conform to the host country rather than 

trying to make Gentiles conform to become Jews. Missionary Paul understood 

and thrived on this; Pastor Peter struggled with leaving his culture behind.

This potential for a clash of cultures is precisely at the heart of today’s 
lesson. The Antioch Jews had lived by laws which had become the very fi-
ber of their personal lives. But after receiving God’s salvation by grace, and 
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living in a non-Jewish culture, many adapted to fit into the Antioch church, 
rather than insisting the Antioch Christian Gentiles conform to Judaism. It 
worked well until some Jews who thought all Christians must embrace Juda-
ism, showed up at church. Then the Christian Jews were pressured to choose 
a Judaism lifestyle, over a Gentile one.

Knowing what God wants us to do, and then being able to sustain it as 
a new lifestyle is an ongoing problem, but one we must come to grips with. 
Some things in our faith are essential for eternal salvation and Christian liv-
ing. Essentials must remain. However many things are beneficial but not es-
sential, and some things are neither essential nor beneficial (1 Corinthians 
6:12). Sometimes these are only one’s personal, or cultural preferences. We 
must agree on what is essential because the Bible says it is essential. Salva-
tion through grace and faith in the Lord Jesus Christ is an example of an 
essential. There is only one Name under Heaven by which we must be saved 
(Acts 4:12).

Biblical Crisis in Antioch (2:11–14)

Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch with the upbeat report of the Jerusa-
lem church’s decision regarding the circumcision issue (see Acts 15:1–10) and 
of being extended the right hand of fellowship. Sometime later, Peter came 
to visit the Antioch church, where he set aside his Jewish dietary laws and 
rules, as well as the rule of not eating with Gentiles. Peter knew he was in a 
different culture and church, so he habitually joined the Gentile Christians in 
the church meals with the rest of God’s family.

But eventually some Jews came from the Jerusalem church who were 
of the Judaizers’ party that insisted that Gentile Christians become circum-
cised Jews in order to be saved and join in fellowship (2:12). Upon their arriv-
al, Peter abruptly withdrew from sharing meals with non-Jewish Christians.

What made matters worse was the other Jewish Christians in the church 
followed Peter’s lead, and also withdrew from interacting with Gentile Chris-
tians. Peter’s reluctance to eat with the Gentiles in the presence of the Je-
rusalem Judaizers, was splitting the church over secondary issues about 
circumcision and/or what people ate. Ethnic and class divisions entered the 
congregation. Even Barnabas withdrew with Peter.
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Paul had seen enough. Since Peter had publicly separated himself from 
fellowship with Gentile Christians, Paul called him out publicly and emphat-
ically about the issue. Paul told Peter he was in the wrong, and he was be-
having like a hypocrite (2:13). The word used is the verb form of the noun 
“hypocrite.” It was a word from the theater, used when the actor would hold 
a mask in front of his face with a different face painted on it, and pretend to 
be the character painted on the mask. It referred to someone who knew they 
were just pretending to be someone that they really were not in everyday life.

Paul saw Peter’s action as not merely pretending to go back to legalis-
tic Judaism, but as an act of denying that Jesus had set believers free from 
legalism. Peter’s act of appeasement had potential eternal consequences, if 
not stopped immediately. People’s souls hung in the balance, because he was 
leading other new converts back into Judaism by his own relapse, even influ-
encing a church leader, Barnabas. This was an essential issue for Paul because 
he understood that the Jewish Law was a dead end; no person can become 
righteous by following the Law (2:16).

In verse 14, Paul publicly asked Peter why he was pressuring Gentiles to 
live like Jews, when he himself had formerly freely fellowshipped with them 
as equals. So why was he shunning the very Gentile people whom he had cho-
sen to become like? Just to please the Judaizer party? It was a position filled 
with hypocrisy, mixed signals, duplicity, ethnic rejection, and double talk.

Note: Paul played hardball with Peter on this issue, because lives, and the 
Gospel itself, were at stake. But the confrontation did not sever their rela-
tionship; it strengthened the relationship between Paul and Peter. Later Pe-
ter speaks fondly of Paul and his ministries and letters (see 2 Peter 3:14–16).

To Become Justified Before God, Both Jews and Gentiles 
Need Jesus (2:15–21)

Paul now turned to the heart of the matter, and the heart of God. Paul drew 
Peter into this conversation by saying in verse 15: “We are Jews by nature and 
not sinners from among the Gentiles” (sinners is a general term Jews used to 
refer to Gentiles). Paul acknowledged they both had strong Jewish roots, and 
that’s okay. However, when it comes to God declaring us “justified,” we know 
that just following the Law can never accomplish this. None of us, regardless 
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of our race, ethnicity, or religion, can be justified based upon our own merit 
or lawfulness. The Law shows us that self-justification, on a scale needed to 
meet God’s expectations, can never happen, “since by the works of the Law 
no flesh shall be justified.” (2:16).

In verse 16, Paul emphasized that our justification comes only through 
faith in Christ Jesus. He reminded Peter that as Jews, their own personal 
justification became reality only when they believed in Christ Jesus. They 
put their faith in Jesus, because it is the only way any person can become 
justified in the eyes of God. Jews are justified by faith in Jesus, not by works 
of the Law; and Gentiles too are justified only by faith in Jesus, not by works 
of the Law.

Furthermore, it is pointless to retreat back into legalism by attempting 
to follow the Law. To do that is in itself a sin. Sin is falling short of God’s 
glory. Salvation through faith in Christ alone is the ultimate manifestation 
of God’s glory. The Law produces no lasting glory, whereas faith in Jesus pro-
duces eternal glory. After one experiences God’s forgiveness and justification 
through faith in Jesus, and then goes back to attempt to attain justification 
by following laws, is to insult God. It implies that the death and resurrection 
of Jesus was not enough. It is sin to say, “Thanks God, but I really want to add 
to my salvation by justifying myself through my legalism and good works.”

Justification Means:

•	 To be brought before a judge in a court, and then to be declared by the 

judge “acquitted” of all charges.

•	 To be declared by God “acquitted,” means the charges were dismissed. 

We sinned, and were guilty, but Jesus took the punishment in our place, 

so the judge declares us “acquitted.” We are all guilty of all our trans-

gressions, yet the judge graciously (giving us what we do not deserve or 

merit) declares that the Law has been fulfilled in Christ, the penalties are 

paid in full by Jesus, and therefore all charges against us are dropped. 

We are free, and the charges won’t be revisited.

•	 When God looks at us, because we have placed our faith and our lives in 

Jesus, He sees Jesus. We are new creatures in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17), 

and we are seen and declared justified: “Just as if we had” never sinned.
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If we attempt to do works to improve our justified status with God, we 
sin. We fall short. God justified us! We cannot justify ourselves. To attempt to 
do so is to presume that we can do better than God has done, such presump-
tion is sin. To think we can still impress God through our works, is in itself 
a sin, an act doomed to fail miserably. The Law’s function was not to justify 
us, but to condemn us. It has no power to make us better; it just reveals how 
we can’t, by all our own fleshy efforts, ever meet God’s perfect standards. The 
Law leads us to the reality, that we desperately need Jesus, for He is the only 
One who ever totally and perfectly lived sinless and pleased God, and the 
only source of forgiveness and acquittal of sins.

Jesus lived the life we could never live, died the death we could never die 
(sinless), paid the penalty of dying for our sins that we could never pay, and 
was raised from the dead to break the power that death and the devil held 
over us. Jesus is seated on high in Heaven with God, and through the Holy 
Spirit, God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit came to live in-
side every believer (John 14:23). God lives in us through His grace to give us 
the will and the power to accomplish God’s good pleasure (Philippians 2:13).

Application and Implications

Galatians 2:20 contains God’s plan for each of our lives. In the Greek, the 
verse starts with the words “With Christ,” stressing that when we by faith 
embraced Christ, our sins were nailed to the cross with Him. His one death 
makes it possible for all of us who trust Jesus to have been crucified with 
Him. The verb tense depicts this happened the day Christ died, but also the 
power and effects of Christ’s past sacrificial death and resurrection continue 
on to the present. “I have been crucified with Christ,” means that by faith 
God joined my life with Christ. It is similar to the phrase Paul used in Romans 
6:6, that by faith we died and were buried with Christ in baptism, and then 
raised and enlivened to live a new life in Christ through His resurrection. By 
faith I died with Christ and my sins were paid for by His blood and death. But 
my new life was resurrected with Him, so now the life I live every day is lived 
by Christ’s presence and power living within me.

“Nevertheless I live, yet not I, but Christ lives in me.” God’s brilliance was 
that the moment we receive Jesus by entrusting our lives to Him, God not 
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only transfers all our sins onto Jesus, but He also transfers the Spirit and life 
of Jesus to come live within us, giving us all we need for life and godliness 
(see Romans 6:1–11). Therefore, consider yourself dead to sin and the law, 
yet alive to God.

The law produces death, but the Spirit produces life. Don’t go back to 
rebuilding a life and system that only produces death. Receive the life Jesus 
offers to all who by faith believe in Jesus. Then you too, with Paul, can say: 
“and the life which I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave Himself up for me” (2:20).

Questions

1.	List below some things you consider to be the essentials of becom-
ing a Christian.

2.	List five things necessary in your Christian life, for you to grow in 
your faith and live for Jesus.

3.	What are some legalistic rules or regulations that keep re-sprouting 
in your life, attempting to bring you back into a performance-based, 
legalistic righteousness? Ask God to replace those with His righ-
teousness being manifested within your life.
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4.	A friend of mine used to say that every day in prayer, he would figu-
ratively sit in a spiritual electric chair (Galatians 2:20) and by faith 
he declared his selfish life to be crucified with Christ; then he would 
ask God to refill His life with God’s Spirit, so each day he could live a 
life of faith and fruitfulness in Christ Jesus.

5.	 In your prayer time, give God your life, your plans, and your time. 
Declare that your self-agenda has been crucified, then ask God to 
give you His agenda for your life today.

6.	 In prayer, declare that your sin and failings of yesterday were nailed 
to the cross with Jesus. Let them go and leave them on the cross. 
Ask God to fill you with His presence and power to live for Him 
today.
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FOCAL TEXT

Galatians 3:1–14

BACKGROUND

2 Corinthians 12:7–10

	

Bewitched
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MAIN IDEA
There is great value in suffering.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Is the cross enough?

STUDY AIM
To understand it is not only His grace that 
saves you, but also sustains you in times 
of suffering

QUICK READ
Paul founded the churches by preaching 
that salvation comes by grace and grace 
alone. But some sneaky teachers had infil-
trated the congregations and “bewitched” 
the believers into accepting another gos-
pel.

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Introduction

From 1964 through 1972, Americans tuned in to ABC on Thursday nights 
to watch their favorite TV series, “Bewitched.” I was one of them. Elizabeth 
Montgomery played Samantha; a beautiful young housewife married to a 
successful businessman Darrin. The catch, of course, was that Samantha was 
a witch and Darrin was a mere mortal, a mixed marriage of epic proportions. 
Samantha’s mother, Endora, did not like that her daughter had joined the 
human world. Endora and her warlock counterparts tried in every episode to 
cast spells on poor Darrin to break up this lovely marriage. Samantha, how-
ever, used her magic powers with a twitch of the nose (and a cute little musi-
cal jingle) to solve the problem and, until next week, the problem was solved.

Truth, they say, is stranger than fiction. Paul’s message to Gentile be-
lievers that they, too, were included in God’s blessing through Abraham, was 
too much for Jewish legalists to accept. This was a culturally and spiritual-
ly mixed marriage of Jews and Gentiles, and Judaizers were determined to 
break it up. Paul, on the other hand, was equally determined they would not. 
And so, the third chapter of Galatians opens with an exasperated missionary 
confronting his converts in the churches of Galatia.

Galatians 3:1–14

1 You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? Before your very eyes 

Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified. 2 I would like to learn just 

one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law, 

or by believing what you heard? 3 Are you so foolish? After beginning by 

means of the Spirit, are you now trying to finish by means of the flesh? 
4 Have you experienced so much in vain—if it really was in vain? 5 So again 

I ask, does God give you his Spirit and work miracles among you by the 

works of the law, or by your believing what you heard? 6 So also Abraham 

“believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”
7 Understand, then, that those who have faith are children of Abraham. 

8 Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and an-

nounced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed 

through you.” 9 So those who rely on faith are blessed along with Abraham, 

the man of faith.
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10 For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse, as it is writ-

ten: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written 

in the Book of the Law.” 11 Clearly no one who relies on the law is justified 

before God, because “the righteous will live by faith.” 12 The law is not based 

on faith; on the contrary, it says, “The person who does these things will 

live by them.” 13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming 

a curse for us, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a pole.” 
14 He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come 

to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the 

promise of the Spirit.

You Foolish Galatians (3:1–5)

There was no doubt by those who knew him, both before and after his conver-
sion, that Paul had a fiery temper. Jesus neither canceled nor diluted Paul’s 
temper. Instead, He transformed it into a fierce passion for the gospel. Never 
again would Scripture describe Paul’s temper as directed at someone for self-
ish reasons. Now he was enraged at the backtracking of the Gentile believ-
ers from grace to legalism. Paul knew what this saving grace had cost Jesus 
Christ. He also knew that legalism is always divisive, and as such would cause 
divisions in the churches. The very idea the Gentiles to whom this grace was 
freely offered would revert to living by the Law must have both puzzled and 
infuriated him at the same time.

Paul marveled they could be bewitched by the false apostles after he had 
so plainly and notably laid Christ before them, as if they had seen Him with 
their very eyes. Paul knew this to be true as he was the one who led them 
to Christ and founded these Galatian churches. (Galatia was a region, not a 
single church, and comprised of several churches founded by Paul on his first 
missionary journey.) We can understand Paul’s passionate frustration and 
amazement.

Foolish did not mean ignorant in this case; it meant unwise. Having once 
depended on Jesus Christ amid suffering, it was indeed foolish to revert to le-
galistic living. We are not told what the Galatians had suffered in the name of 
Jesus, but Paul inferred they had done so. The atmosphere in the first century 
was certainly not conducive to peace for followers of Christ. The Romans hat-
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ed the Jews, and the Jews hated their own who had converted to Christiani-
ty. Paul himself had suffered severely at the hands of both Romans and Jews.

Paul knew from experience he could not depend on the flesh, or the Law, 
to sustain him in the time of suffering. He also knew suffering was inevita-
ble in this life. When he asked God to relieve him of a certain “thorn in the 
flesh,” God replied, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made per-
fect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Paul was asking the Galatians, “Is His 
grace no longer sufficient for you?” “Is the cross not enough?” If they resisted 
His grace, they would have no power to overcome any suffering. The Law was 
impotent. There was no power, only self-congratulations in it.

There was even more at stake by failing to live in the power of the Holy 
Spirit. They began their Christian journey through the Spirit. Did they think 
Christ died only to bring them into His kingdom, then let them fend for 
themselves afterwards? Such behavior and belief would indicate the Law was 
greater than the Spirit since it would complete what Christ could only begin. 
To this end, not only would any suffering be in vain, but their witness would 
be worthless.

Eyes on Jesus

In the Greek world, “bewitched” carried the connotation of the “evil eye.” 

Broadman Commentary writers say, “In popular lore one did not come under 

the power of the evil eye until transfixed by its gaze. Thus, if the Galatians had 

kept their eyes where they belonged, this would never have happened.” The 

Greek word baskiano which Paul used in verse 1, is translated as “fascinated by 

false representation.” Another translation reads, “to cast a spell using the evil 

eye.” Paul used a pun here in the Greek text. He went on to say, “Didn’t God 

open your eyes?” In today’s lingo, we would probably ask, “Have you lost your 

mind?” Paul knew then what we know now: keeping our eyes on Jesus will 

keep us from being derailed in our Christian walk.

Would the Real Believers Please Stand Up? (3:6–10)

The Judaizers, false teachers, had a religious ego problem. Even as early in 
the gospel story as the baptism of Jesus, John put them in their place for 
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believing the Jews were the only sons of Abraham. They based this on Abra-
ham’s obedience to circumcision resulting in the establishment of the Jewish 
nation. But in rebuking them for their lack of repentance John said, “And do 
not begin to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you 
that out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham” (Luke 3:8).

Gentile believers, too, are children of Abraham through faith in the 
promise given to him. Abraham believed God’s promise to bless all nations 
through him, and it was credited to him as righteousness (Genesis 15:6). Cir-
cumcision was Abraham’s obedience to God’s command, but it had no power 
to save. The Jews still had not grasped the concept of faith. In their arrogance, 
however innocent it may have been, they insisted the Galatians must follow 
the same laws as the Jews. Paul, a Jewish man saved by faith, refuted this.

I once read a story of a college professor who passed out his final exam 
papers and instructed his class to keep them face down until he notified 
them. He then began a review of the semester’s course. When he told them 
to turn the exams face up, they were amazed. They saw not only the ques-
tions, but they also saw the answers already given with the grade A+ at the 
top of the sheet. I can remember a few times when I felt under a curse of igno-
rance when I sat down to take a test I wasn’t prepared for. I relied strictly on 
my study and preparation which, no doubt, were important but inadequate. 
Since I never had the fantasy of a professor giving me the answers and an A+, 
I got what I deserved: a bad grade. I knew I didn’t merit an A+ but would have 
loved to have had a professor offer me such mercy and grace.

The Gentile Galatians had been given the miraculous gift of grace. They 
had believed in the death and resurrection of Jesus and had lived in the spirit 
of freedom. Now, due to the interference of false teachers, they were doubt-
ing that faith was enough. They were in effect saying, “We know we don’t 
deserve freedom from our sins (an A+) so we will take the test and hope for 
the best.” No wonder Paul called them foolish and wondered if they had been 
put under a spell, or heavily influenced by their detractors.
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Faith vs. Law

Consider the following comparisons of law versus faith. Are you guilty of any 

of these?

•	 Go to church on Sundays vs. love your enemies?

•	 Don’t dance vs. don’t envy?

•	 Don’t smoke vs. don’t lust?

•	 Don’t drink vs. honor your body as the temple of God?

•	 Don’t gamble vs. tithe?

•	 Only read the King James Version of the Bible vs. study the Word of 

God?

Which of these is more noticeable to those who don’t yet know Jesus?

Redeemed From the Curse by the Cross (3:11–14)

On June 30, 1859, Charles Blondin, known as The Daredevil of Niagara Falls, 
walked across the dangerous Falls on a cable from Canada to the United 
States. He had made many daring crossings, but on this one he carried his 
manager, Harry Colcord, strapped to his back. Blondin gave Harry the follow-
ing instructions: “Look up, Harry…you are no longer Colcord, you are Blon-
din. Until I clear this place be a part of me, mind, body, and soul. If I sway, 
sway with me. Do not attempt to do any balancing yourself. If you do, we will 
both go to our death.” Harry understood and followed Blondin’s directives, 
and they safely crossed to the other side.

Colcord was strictly at Blondin’s mercy for this feat. To attempt to cross 
on his own would mean an immediate and violent death. Now suppose they 
were about halfway across when Harry suddenly had this thought. “I believe 
I’ve got the hang of this. I see how he’s walking, and I believe I could go the 
rest of the way on my own.” So, he would climb off the only safety he had, the 
back of the master, and begin to walk. The simple act of climbing off Blondin’s 
back would have caused his death.

In a real sense, the Law is a tightwire. Only Jesus Christ could walk it. 
In walking the Law, He fulfilled it. Paul was talking frankly to the Galatians 
to make them understand that trying to live out their faith by keeping the 
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Law was spiritual suicide. Using the illustration above, the tightwire was the 
Law, and Blondin was faith. Dangers lurked all around them. The only way 
to navigate life to “get to the other side” was to walk by faith in the power of 
the Master.

Not to overuse an analogy but consider this for a moment. Blondin kept 
Colcord from walking the cable by walking it himself with Colcord depending 
on him. In a sense he redeemed Colcord from a sure death by taking his place 
on the wire. I realize this is a weak illustration in comparison to the truth to 
which I am comparing it. Truly, however, there never has been and never will 
be anything that equals what Christ did for us. To remove ourselves from the 
safety and surety of the resurrected Christ would cause our death.

“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us” 
(Galatians 3:13a). Paul’s words were to the Galatians at that point, but they 
were given to us through Scripture. Deuteronomy 21:23b states, “anyone 
who is hung on a pole is under God’s curse.” Therefore, when Jesus hung on 
the cross, taking on the sins of the world, He became the curse for everyone 
who would trust Him.

Paul’s Strategic Arguments

In these first fourteen verses of Galatians 3, Paul argued both personally and 
scripturally that nothing matters if grace does not matter. Paul had no great-
er word for the Gentiles. He knew God called him to evangelize the Gentiles. 
Every epistle Paul wrote in our New Testament begins and ends with grace.

On a personal level Paul testified that only by the grace of God did he live 
(2:20–21). Scripturally, he argued from the Old Testament that Gentiles were 
intended from the beginning to be saved through God’s promise to Abraham 
(Genesis 12:3b). Paul presented his argument using Old Testament Scripture: 
Genesis 15:6; Genesis 12:3; Deuteronomy 27:26; Habakkuk 2:4; Leviticus 
18:5; and Deuteronomy 21:23. The Gentile Galatians would not have been 
as familiar with Old Testament Scripture as were the Jews. Could it be Paul 
may have been using the very tactic of the Judaizers when he used their own 
sacred Scriptures to prove his case of freedom for the Gentiles?
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Implications and Actions

Living in a secularly dominated culture, we often find ourselves struggling 
between living by faith and living by law. On one hand we have experienced 
freedom from sin as a result of accepting Christ as our Savior. Our faithful-
ness and loyalty is devoted to Jesus. On the other hand, we feel restrictions 
are put upon us to perform according to religious rules and expectations of 
others. Legalism is easier because we can do something, we think, to earn 
God’s favor. But legalism is a dead-end road. We will bog down in the muddy 
terrain of keeping rules and find no way out in our own strength. Instead, 
God gives us the beautiful, amazing gift of grace both to accept Jesus and to 
live by faith.

Suffering is a natural part of life in a fallen world. Facing it in the power 
of the Spirit is freeing and testifies to the work of the Holy Spirit in our every-
day lives. Therein lies the value and the lessons we learn from suffering. The 
Law is completely inadequate to deliver us from the burden of life in a fallen 
world. Jesus paid for our deliverance and offers us a new path to follow as we 
make our way through a world of rules and regulations.

Questions

1.	How could living according to the works of the Law form a system 
of religion, i.e., Phariseeism? How would that conflict with freedom 
offered by the Spirit?

2.	How do enforced traditions lead to legalistic living? In your church? 
In your life?
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3.	Can you think of traditions in your church that have become, or 
verge on becoming, prescribed law for your church members?

4.	How does living by the Law differ from no faith at all? Or does it?

5.	How is living according to rules and regulations a curse? How did 
Jesus break that curse?

6.	How has the Spirit sustained you in times of suffering? Can you 
think of rituals or traditions that would have done the same?
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Introduction

In 1995, I visited Prague with other volunteers to help transform old WWII 
buildings into a beautiful seminary. In the evenings we rode a bus into the 
city to tour it. As I looked out the bus windows, I watched people walking 
home from work carrying their empty tin lunch pails, wearing long drab gray 
coats, and staring at the ground. They all looked alike—sad, lifeless, and even 
depressed.

Communism had been defeated in 1989 and the people were free. But 
six years later they did not seem to realize their freedom. They lowered their 
heads and peered at the ground that undeniably was not level for all people. 
It never had been. The wealthy Communist leaders had walked with their 
heads held high at the expense of those with bowed heads. Now the common-
ers were free and didn’t seem to know it.

After Paul’s miraculous and dramatic conversion, he began to see dis-
crimination between Jewish and Gentile believers. Paul realized even then 
“there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (3:28). Now Jewish believers, Ju-
daizers, had come to tell Galatian believers they still were not free. There was 
more to do to be accepted into the kingdom of God. Paul wrote a powerful 
letter to these Gentile believers reminding them of the truth found in Christ.

Galatians 3:15–29

15 Brothers and sisters, let me take an example from everyday life. Just as 

no one can set aside or add to a human covenant that has been duly es-

tablished, so it is in this case. 16 The promises were spoken to Abraham and 

to his seed. Scripture does not say “and to seeds,” meaning many people, 

but “and to your seed,” meaning one person, who is Christ. 17 What I mean 

is this: The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant 

previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. 18 For 

if the inheritance depends on the law, then it no longer depends on the 

promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a promise.
19 Why, then, was the law given at all? It was added because of transgres-

sions until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come. The law was 
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given through angels and entrusted to a mediator. 20 A mediator, however, 

implies more than one party; but God is one.
21 Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? Absolutely not! 

For if a law had been given that could impart life, then righteousness would 

certainly have come by the law. 22 But Scripture has locked up everything 

under the control of sin, so that what was promised, being given through 

faith in Jesus Christ, might be given to those who believe.
23 Before the coming of this faith, we were held in custody under the 

law, locked up until the faith that was to come would be revealed. 24 So the 

law was our guardian until Christ came that we might be justified by faith. 
25 Now that this faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian.

26 So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith, 27 for all 

of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 

28 There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male 

and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 If you belong to Christ, 

then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.

Strong Words for Weakened People (3:15–20)

“You foolish Galatians!” (3:1). “Brothers and sisters” (3:15). Can you feel the 
difference in tone? Are you not more comfortable with the second saluta-
tion? First, Paul admonished the Galatians. Later he softened his approach 
and sought to reason with them.

Around 2000 BC, God, all-powerful, all-knowing, ever-present, and in-
finitely trustworthy, promised Abraham all nations would be blessed through 
his Seed. Some translations rightfully capitalize Seed as a pronoun for Je-
sus. When Paul referred to seeds, he was speaking of Abraham’s genetic line 
through Isaac. They would later become the Jewish nation. The promise, 
however, was to all who would believe, Jew and Gentile alike.

Four hundred and thirty years later, God gave the law to Moses. On the 
mountaintop there was thunder and lightning, a thick cloud, and a very loud 
trumpet blast, and everyone in the camp trembled (Exodus 19:16). The mul-
titude of people at the foot of Mt. Sinai could hear the storm and trumpet 
and see the thick cloud. Neither they nor Moses could doubt the presence of 
God. The Law was given and entrusted to Moses as a mediator. Remember, 
however, mediator implied more than one party.
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God’s promise to Abraham was given quietly in a One-to-one experience. 
There was no fanfare, no celebrations, and no need for a mediator. God sim-
ply spoke His promise to the one He trusted to believe. Through that prom-
ise, God revealed to Abraham all He would do for him and his descendants.

The Law God gave Moses depended on the obedience of the people. The 
promise depended only on the faithfulness of God. God made a covenant 
with Abraham; Abraham did not make a covenant with God. (In fact, in Gen-
esis 15:12–16 we read Abram was asleep when the promise was ratified!) 
Abraham did not make promises to God; rather, God made promises to Abra-
ham. For this reason, the promise was stronger than the Law given over four 
centuries later. The fact that the Law was later and weaker dictated it could 
not possibly upend and supplant the promise given by God to Abraham. The 
promise was based on grace, not obedience to the Law. The Law restricted; 
the promise set free.

One might ask, “If the Law came later and was weaker, why was it neces-
sary at all?” We all know the havoc wreaked from disregarding the law. Even 
the ignoring or disobeying of traffic laws has resulted in lost lives and crip-
pling, life-long injuries. Laws exist to maintain order, to give us boundaries 
of right and wrong. If we did not know the boundary line, how could we know 
when we overstepped it? Without laws we would never be aware if or when 
we sinned.

We should remember in speaking about the Law, Paul was not discount-
ing the Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments, as we know them 
by name, are moral laws and the preamble to hundreds of purity, ritual, and 
social laws. These laws were also given by God to Moses to make life in the 
wilderness even possible. One only needs to glance through the book of Le-
viticus to realize the extent of these laws. Warren Wiersbe in his book Be 
Free says, “It was worship of the law that led Israel into a self-righteous reli-
gion of works, the result of which was the rejection of Christ.”1 See Romans 
9:30—10:13. No human could ever keep the Law in its entirety. Thus, the 
need for Jesus.

Jesus would later offer boundaries defined by, “Love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the 
first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neigh-
bor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two command-
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ments” (Matthew 22:37–40). All boundary lines of right and wrong hang on 
these two commandments, also.

The Law and the Promise: Contradiction or Completion? 
(3:21–22)

Why would God give a law that would contradict His earlier promise, His 
real gift of grace? That would make God appear to be playing a game. If there 
was anything God was not, it was a trickster or gameplayer. When He spoke, 
there was always a divine purpose. So, what was His purpose for a temporary 
law until the promise came? The Law clearly was intended to cooperate with 
the earlier, and permanent, promise.

If the Law was intended to deliver us from sin and give us life, there 
would have been no reason for the promise or for Christ. Many years ago, 
I sat in an interesting group discussion called Café Theos with a friend in a 
retirement center in Florida. I was the only believer in a room of about 17 
people, including my friend, who were Buddhists, Hindus, atheists, agnos-
tics, etc. Their discussion that day centered around Jesus and His purpose 
for coming to earth. One atheist man stunned me when he stood and said, 
“Jesus said He came to bring peace to the world. If that’s true, then He failed 
bigtime.” As he triumphantly sat down, there were nods of agreement around 
the room. I’m ashamed to say I was much younger and felt totally intimidat-
ed in that environment, so I said nothing. Oh, how I wish now I had had the 
courage. Jesus never said He came to bring peace to a sinful world. Instead, 
He said, “Do you suppose that I came to grant peace on earth? No, I tell you, 
but rather division [between believers and unbelievers]” (Luke 12:51, AMP). 
Paul would later emphasize the division between believers and unbelievers.

God did, however, give the world laws to regulate actions which would 
make peace in the world if followed. Of course, it was not followed universal-
ly, and sin has reigned. It was for this reason Jesus came, died, and rose again: 
to deliver us from the world in which the Law had failed to save. The Law was 
given to reveal sin and regulate actions. Thus it was given to prepare the way 
for Christ. It could never provide life. Compare Galatians 3:21 and 2:21 to 
hear this from Paul’s words.
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The Law Leads Us to Jesus (3:23–26)

Paul used an illustration familiar to all his readers, the child guardian. Today 
a guardian may have similar responsibilities over a child, but in the Greek 
world there was a very specific model and practice of child guardianship. (See 
sidebar, “Guardian.”) Paul compared the Law to this custom. The Jews were 
not born through the Law, but the Law reared them. Just as the slave was 
guardian and disciplinarian but not the child’s father, so the Law did not give 
life to Israel but regulated life instead. Paul reminded the Galatians the same 
applied to them. “So in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith” 
(3:26).

Guardian

In the Greek world there was a household servant called the paidagogos. This 

person was usually an old, trusted slave of high character and sound educa-

tion who had long served the family. He had charge of any child born in the 

household. He fed, bathed, disciplined, and protected the child. He was also 

in charge of the child’s moral welfare. This slave was charged with seeing that 

the child stayed free of temptation and danger as much as possible. His pur-

pose was to see the child grow up to become a fulfilled adult. Every day the 

slave would accompany or lead the child to and from school. He was not the 

schoolteacher. His task was to safely deliver the child to the teacher. Further, 

the slave was not the child’s father, but he was the child’s guardian and disci-

plinarian. Once the child grew into an adult, he no longer needed a guardian. 

A transliteration of the Greek word would be, in our language, pedagogue, 

which literally means “a child conductor.” It is an easy thing to see Paul’s com-

parison of the slave and the Law.

Clothed With Christ (3:27–29)

Remember that Paul’s approach to the Gentiles in chapter 3 moved from 
alienation to reunion. He had a more conciliatory tone when he called these 
Gentile Galatians his brothers and sisters. The very purpose of his words 
throughout Galatians was to reclaim for these Gentiles their confidence in 
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Christ. He would not have them to be circumcised as the Judaizers were in-
sisting. He wanted the restrictions the Judaizers were threatening them with 
to be removed as far as the east is from the west. Paul wanted them to know 
because they trusted Jesus as the fulfilment of the promise, they now lived 
freely under grace. They were no longer in need of the Law to regulate them. 
From this point forward Christ would live in them. They were members of the 
body of Christ. They now lived by faith in the Son of God who loved them and 
gave Himself for them (2:21).

When the Roman child reached maturity, or came of age, he put on the 
toga of an adult citizen, and took off his childhood garments. When we are 
baptized through faith in Jesus Christ, we put on His clothes of righteous-
ness on our behalf. The Judaizers were attempting to have the Galatians take 
off their adult togas and put on their children’s clothing again. How foolish! 
Paul’s letter was to remind them they, too, were Christian adults and were 
equal in Christ to the Jewish believers.

A favorite verse of many is Galatians 3:28. “There is neither Jew nor Gen-
tile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus.” First-century Pharisees prayed every morning, “I thank thee, 
God, that I am a Jew, not a Gentile; a man, not a woman; and a free man, not 
a slave.” Possibly the interfering Judaizers still prayed that every morning. In 
Galatians 3, Paul took the wind out of their sails and the poison out of their 
words of division. May we do the same.

Implications and Actions

Christians often measure one another’s faithfulness by the rules we keep, 
the dos and don’ts, the oughts and the shoulds. There will always be “Gentile 
believers” and “Judaizers” among us. Some Christians are weak in their spir-
itual confidence while others sit in judgment over them. Then there are the 
unbelievers. Could it be they often have no desire to join a church because 
they only see struggling law keepers? Or maybe they see unjust distinctions 
between races, genders, or economic statuses. When such narrow restric-
tions are removed, grace can be seen. The ground at the foot of the cross will 
be level, visible, and inviting.
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Keeping the Law or Trusting Jesus?

You are a hospice chaplain and the people you visit are at the end of their lives. 

You ask them if they are at peace with God. You hear answers such as, “Well, 

I’m a good person and I’ve kept the Ten Commandments as best I could”; or 

“I’ve lived a good life and I’ll be okay”; or “I’ve seen so many hypocrites I don’t 

know that I even want anything to do with God.” This is not the time to bear 

down hard on them, but how would you open the door for discussion about 

keeping the Law vs. trusting Jesus?

Our individual as well as church question should always be, where is Je-
sus? Could non-believers recognize Jesus in our daily walk, our church ac-
tivities, or teachings? What about our missions programs, or lack of them? 
What about our own burden for the lost? Words to an old Christian chorus 
say, “They will know we are Christians by our love.” May it be so.

Questions

1.	How would you define “law” and “promise” in your own words?

2.	Do you find it harder to follow the law or trust God to provide ac-
cording to His promise? Give an example.
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3.	How do you explain the phrase, “The ground is level at the foot of 
the cross?” How would describe how it may be unlevel?

4.	 If you were in a “Café Theos” where non-believers were questioning 
Jesus’ success in bringing peace to this earth, what would you say. 
How do you think they define peace on earth?

5.	Who has been a guardian to you in your spiritual walk? Why would 
you describe him or her as your guardian?

6.	Prayerfully consider your own walk of faith. Are you dressed in 
adult togas?

ENDNOTES

1Warren W. Weirsbe, Be Free (Wheaton, IL: SP Publications, Inc, 1975), 80.
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BACKGROUND

Romans 8:15–16; 
Colossians 2:14, 16–17

Redemption

71

MAIN IDEA
Legalism is a real temptation for us be-
cause we are wired to DO something.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
How can I break free from the bondage of 
sin?

STUDY AIM
To understand that God’s love for you is 
unconditional; and He does not love you 
because you are perfect, but you are per-
fected in His love

QUICK READ
To become a part of the family of God, 
you experience both birth and adoption. 
You are born again spiritually, and then 
God adopts you by giving you full stand-
ing in His forever family.

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Introduction

American columnist Franklin P. Adams once said, “Nothing is more import-
ant for the good old days than a bad memory.”1 I think Paul would give a 
hearty amen to that! And so will we if we are honest. Those good old days 
tend to take on a life of their own and often try to pull us back to what we 
thought was comfortable, or at least easier.

No wonder Paul was incredulous that the Galatians would “so quickly” 
(1:6) turn to another gospel. Though they had not been enslaved by Jewish 
laws, they had been enslaved by their own pagan gods. A friend of mine says, 
“The nature of deceit is that you’re deceived.” You simply do not know that 
you do not know. Bondage is bondage, no matter the source of it. Whether 
trying to appease other gods or trying to win salvation through the Law, ei-
ther is missing the saving grace of Jesus, which frees from all bondage.

These Gentile Christians had been set free and Paul was trying to keep 
them there. We are not talking about losing our salvation, rather committing 
to let the Holy Spirit live in us. In the last few verses of chapter 3 and in the 
previous study, we learned Paul was saying they were dressed in adult togas. 
Again, he is saying, “Don’t change clothes!”

Galatians 4:1–11

1 What I am saying is that as long as an heir is underage, he is no differ-

ent from a slave, although he owns the whole estate. 2 The heir is subject 

to guardians and trustees until the time set by his father. 3 So also, when we 

were underage, we were in slavery under the elemental spiritual forces of 

the world. 4 But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born 

of a woman, born under the law, 5 to redeem those under the law, that we 

might receive adoption to sonship. 6 Because you are his sons, God sent the 

Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, “Abba, Father.” 7 So 

you are no longer a slave, but God’s child; and since you are his child, God 

has made you also an heir.
8 Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who 

by nature are not gods. 9 But now that you know God—or rather are known 

by God—how is it that you are turning back to those weak and miserable 

forces? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again? 10 You are ob-
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serving special days and months and seasons and years! 11 I fear for you, 

that somehow I have wasted my efforts on you.

Child Heirs and Heiresses (4:1–3)

When Martha Taft was in elementary school in Cincinnati, she was asked to 
introduce herself. She said, “My name is Martha Bowers Taft. My great-grand-
father was president of the United States. My grandfather was a United 
States senator. My daddy is ambassador to Ireland. And I am a Brownie.”2 
Little Martha Taft was proud of her heritage. She had an illustrious future 
ahead of her; but for now, she was still a young Brownie.

Paul illustrated to the Galatians the beautiful gift of salvation they had 
received from Christ when they became Christians. He granted they were 
no different from a slave in many ways, but truthfully, they still owned the 
whole estate. They were young Christians and would grow in faith, yet they 
were still children of the Father and therefore heirs. “If you belong to Christ, 
then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise” (3:29).

I used to teach classes and lead Bible studies in a women’s state prison. 
The women were guilty (for the most part) of crimes punishable by time iso-
lated from the world, and sometimes for life. They often talked about the 
“free world” and cherished the day when they would be free to walk back 
into it. I often reminded them there was, and is, no “free” world. There is 
only an outside world. There were still laws they must obey, simple rules they 
must follow, and responsibilities they still had to accept for others. Within 
their prison walls they still had communities, and any community of people, 
forced or chosen, still had rules to follow to make life work where they lived. 
While there, they literally had guards to watch over them and make sure they 
were living within those rules.

For now, all Christians still live in this world with all its limitations. We 
still get sick, have accidents, go through tornadoes, suffer financial setback 
and more. We are still tempted to sin, and we are still prone to embrace the 
world’s ways. But because we are heirs to the kingdom of God, we are not 
slaves to the world’s elemental spiritual forces.

Further, because we are heirs, we have guardians to oversee us for pro-
tection against temptation, trials, and relapse into sin. We have Christian 
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leaders, church communities, and peers. New Testament Scripture may be 
our very best guardian. The words of Jesus, Paul, Peter, and others keep us on 
track and in line with their teachings.

In Paul’s illustration, the heir, though he is free, will be subject to guard-
ians and trustees until the time set by his father. Likewise, most prisoners 
have a release date, a set time when they will leave the prison. When that 
time comes guardians and trustees will no longer be necessary.

Adoption Day Has Come (4:4–7)

In 2020, there were 407,493 children in foster care in the United States. In 
that same year, 224,396 children exited foster care.3 Exiting foster care does 
not always mean being adopted into a loving, caring family. No human sys-
tems are perfect and thus do not make perfect analogies. But, for purposes of 
illustrating Paul’s point, let’s say (and hope it’s true) that most are responsi-
bly and lovingly adopted. Foster homes serve as guardians to protect, guide, 
provide for and love their children until they are adopted. Paul described the 
spiritual counterpart to physical adoption.

When that set time comes, adoption day, the child takes on the name of 
his or her new forever family and has all the rights of a biologically born child. 
“But when the set time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, 
born under the law, to redeem those under the law, that we might receive 
adoption to sonship” (4:4–5). When God adopted us, we became His sons 
and daughters. Jesus came into our world, our circumstances, our laws, and 
redeemed us. He adopted us!

When a child is adopted, he or she has a new mother and father. She 
can call her mother “Mom.” And he can call his father “Dad.” What’s more, 
adopted children become heirs to everything the parents have. Paul told the 
Galatians, “Because you are his sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our 
hearts, the Spirit who calls out, ‘Abba, Father.’ So you are no longer a slave, 
but God’s child; and since you are his child, God has made you also heir” (4:6–
7).

Jews and Gentiles alike became heirs to the kingdom of God and all its in-
heritance when they accepted that Christ came, died, and rose again for their 
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sake. Whatever their circumstances at the time—Jewish law or Gentile pa-
ganism—they were reborn into God’s family and became the children of God.

From Childhood to Adulthood

In Paul’s day there were clear distinctions between childhood and adulthood 

in the three cultures he addressed.

•	 Jewish culture: Bar Mitzvah for boys: when a Jewish boy turned 13 

his father took him to the synagogue the next Sabbath and spoke this 

benediction: “Blessed be Thou, O God, who has taken from me the re-

sponsibility for this boy.” Then the boy would say a prayer in response, 

committing to bear the responsibility of his actions toward God.

•	 Greek culture: A father was responsible for his son from ages 7 through 

18. At the age of 18 there was a special ceremonial act in which his long 

hair was cut and offered to the gods. He then was considered a “cadet” 

and for the next two years was under the supervision of the state.

•	 Roman culture: Between 14 and 17 a boy exchanged his child’s toga for 

an adult toga. On the day he grew up, he offered his ball to Apollo to 

prove he put away childish things. A girl would offer her doll.

Regression Is Not Progress (4:8–10)

The Galatians had been redeemed by birth and given full rights by adoption. 
They now carried a family name that did not depend on nationality, race, or 
ethnicity (Jews and Gentiles). Neither did it depend on station in life (social 
and class), or gender (male and female). They were simply children of God. 
Today we call the family name Christian. We describe that family as free.

The Jews and Gentiles came from different backgrounds altogether. The 
Jews were reared by the Law. The Law was good and given to them by God. 
However, as we have said, the Law was binding and only meant to lead them 
to Christ, not to take the place of Christ.

The Gentiles had not been bound by laws keeping them from accepting 
Christ. Rather, they had been bound by all the pagan practices that showed no 
need for Christ. When they were presented with Christ, as Paul had preached, 
they first realized they needed a relationship with God through Christ.
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When Paul spoke of going back to being “slaves to those who by nature 
are not gods” (4:8), he was speaking directly to Gentiles, not Jews. The Juda-
izers, however, were trying to move the Gentiles into a bondage of keeping 
laws not intended to give them such a relationship. Living by the law would 
eventually fail them, and they would be right back into their pagan lifestyle. 
Either way, they would be enslaved. Why, he asked, would they possibly want 
to go back from freedom to slavery?

Paul gave an example of their observance of special days to prove them-
selves worthy. Did Paul mean the Galatians’ life of celebrations connected 
with the emperor’s cult, such as his birthday, gladiatorial shows, and various 
sacrifices? If so, it was Emperor worship. In comparison, the Jewish special 
days were weekly Sabbaths, monthly (new moon) special occasions, seasons 
such as Passover and Pentecost. These are more familiar to us, of course, and 
may not seem as threatening or wrong. In the Jewish tradition, however, the 
observance of these occasions was mandatory. The Law was their religion.

Explaining Grace

You have witnessed to your adult cousin for years. She continually tells you 

she would like to become a Christian in some ways, but she does not think she 

could follow all the rules she hears about from some of her Christian friends. 

How would you explain to her the difference in following rules and grace?

What Now? (4:11)

Paul was at least temporarily stumped. What else could he do? He had ap-
pealed to them personally or experientially (3:1–5). He had appealed to 
Scripture (3:6–18). He had tried logic (3:15–29). Now, in 4:1–11, he had giv-
en them an historical argument, explaining the place of the Law in Israel’s 
history as it prepared the way for the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Paul’s disappointment and concern was that he may have wasted his time 
on them. That is so understandable. We often invest all we have of time, en-
ergy, funds, spirit, and hope in someone only to see them turn away from the 
direction we were leading them. This may be with our children, or our church 
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community, or our attempt to lead the lost to Christ. In any case, it is heart-
breaking and disheartening.

We will do well to take note here that even as Paul was discouraged, he 
did not give up and did not stop. Even in the very next verse, he started again 
with another appeal. The rest of his letter to the Galatians will continue his 
passionate appeal to these new Christians to move forward, grow strong in 
their faith, and live as adult children of God their Father.

Implications and Actions

Our plane had landed but we remained seated for what seemed like far too 
long. Was something wrong? Finally, the pilot announced: “Folks, we have 
completed all but the last three feet of our flight. As soon as we can get the 
folks inside to move the jetway all the way to the plane’s door, we will com-
plete our flight and deboard.” We had arrived, but something was missing. 
Someone would not let us get off the plane. Sometimes, as believers, we may 
feel something like the frustrated passengers. There must be something else 
we need to do to assure others we belong to God. We need something we can 
measure.

Some say we should be rebaptized. Others say, no, we just need to be 
more faithful in church attendance. Maybe we are told we should take com-
munion weekly. Some people say we cannot be divorced and/or remarried 
and serve in the church in any capacity. Some will tell us we must speak in 
tongues if we are filled with the Spirit. The list is endless.

Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through Me” (John 14:6). He is enough. No legalism is neces-
sary.

Questions

1.	 If you had an adult conversion, how would you explain your back-
ground before you came to know Christ? Were you in a legalistic 
home or church? Or were you totally unchurched and living accord-
ing to the world’s standards?
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2.	Referring to the previous question, what was the hardest thing to 
give up or change?

3.	How can you tell the difference between going forward and regress-
ing? What role does legalism play?

4.	Have you experienced any rite of passage in growing up? What 
made you realize you were becoming an adult?

ENDNOTES

1https://www.azquotes.com/author/81-Franklin_P_Adams.

2https://ivanmisner.com/tag/martha-bowers-taft/.

3Foster care population at end of year, https://usafacts.org.
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lesson 8

FOCAL TEXT

Galatians 4:12–20

BACKGROUND

Acts 14:19–20; Romans 
10:2–4; Psalm 51:12

Where Is 
Your Joy?

83

MAIN IDEA
Legalism and sin can take away our joy in 
Christ.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
How is your joy?

STUDY AIM
To understand that you cannot lose your 
salvation; but you can lose the joy of your 
salvation

QUICK READ
Happiness is an emotion based on our cir-
cumstances. Joy, on the other hand, is a 
choice we make. Joy is not giddiness, but 
a calm assurance that whatever happens 
in life, God is going to carry us through it 
and work it out for our good and His glo-
ry. Joy is solely dependent on Jesus.

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Introduction

Everywhere one looks today, we see messages on what is supposed to bring 
happiness. If we look a certain way, have a certain amount in the bank, drive 
a certain car, or take the right trip—then we will be happy. The happiness 
of the world may look good on social media, in advertising, or when talking 
with a friend over coffee. But we know that ultimately, this fleeting emotion 
will not satisfy us fully. Happiness is the best the world has to offer; Jesus 
offers joy through all circumstances.

Paul knew about life’s difficulties and how vital it is to stay grounded in 
the truth of the Gospel. The Galatians had people trying to convince them of 
teachings that were in stark opposition to the teachings of Christ. Paul knew 
that the love of God for all was the source of joy. He desired deeply that the 
Galatians return to the truth he preached to them. Where do we fall into 
temptations today to believe lies from the world about who we are or who 
God is? How are we tempted to believe lies about who God is or who we are 
in Him? Paul reminds us that even in great suffering, God can redeem the 
situation and will teach us more about who He is and who He has called us 
to be. When any situation drives us closer to God, our end result cannot help 
but find joy.

Galatians 4:12–20

12 I plead with you, brothers and sisters, become like me, for I became 

like you. You did me no wrong. 13 As you know, it was because of an illness 

that I first preached the gospel to you, 14 and even though my illness was 

a trial to you, you did not treat me with contempt or scorn. Instead, you 

welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if I were Christ Jesus himself. 
15 Where, then, is your blessing of me now? I can testify that, if you could 

have done so, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to me. 
16 Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth?

17 Those people are zealous to win you over, but for no good. What they 

want is to alienate you from us, so that you may have zeal for them. 18 It 

is fine to be zealous, provided the purpose is good, and to be so always, 

not just when I am with you. 19 My dear children, for whom I am again in 

the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, 20 how I wish I could 

be with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you!
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Joy in Friendship (4:12–15)

Paul had been instructing the Galatians for chapters now on the truth of the 
Gospel. In our text this week, Paul got personal. When I was an undergradu-
ate, one of my favorite professors taught a ministry preparation course. After 
the first exam, grades were not what he (or any of us) deemed acceptable. 
Instead of berating and belittling the class of fledging ministers, the profes-
sor simply asked what he could do to improve his teaching because he knew 
we were giving it our all in the classroom as we were all called to the Gospel 
ministry. This humble way of teaching was so profound and impactful. He 
showed us the importance of working together for a common goal. My pro-
fessor was willing to humble himself, learning from his students and working 
hard for the sake of our class; all he asked was the same from us in return. 
Paul took a similar approach with his Galatian brothers and sisters. He took 
on their Gentile lifestyle so nothing would hinder the Gospel; an approach 
Paul had taken often (1 Corinthians 9:20–22). In doing so, Paul developed 
an intimate friendship with these Galatian believers. Paul had been teaching 
about what they must believe. His message shifts now to what they are to do 
about these radical beliefs—how they are to behave. In verse 12, we find the 
very first imperative request in the entire book: “become like me.”

Paul also noted that the joy of friendship means not only taking on the 
traits of each other but finding joy in making sacrifices for one another. Reli-
ance on others can be humbling, but for friends, making a sacrifice—driving 
across town to pick-up a friend at the airport, or helping with a move from an 
apartment or a house—is done joyfully because there is joy in shared life. This 
is what had Paul so upset. Joy is at stake—the Galatians have sidestepped the 
Gospel and in doing so run the risk of losing the joy of their salvation. Paul 
pointed back in time to a difficult time for the apostle, a great illness or injury 
that brought him to Galatia in the first place. There is much speculation as to 
what this trauma might be—several scholars point to the scars and injuries 
of persecution that would have put Paul in a position of dependance on the 
Galatians for care and safety.
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Paul: A Persecuted Apostle

As Paul engaged false teachings in Corinth, he listed out all the ways he had 

been persecuted for the Gospel. Second Corinthians 11:23–28 lists:

•	 5 occasions receiving 39 lashes from Jewish leaders

•	 3 times being beaten with rods (a distinctive Roman punishment)

•	 1 time an attempted execution via stoning

•	 Experienced natural disasters—3 times shipwrecked, spent 24 hours in 

open water

Paul’s body bore the scars of such a passionate pursuit of the life to which 

God called him. Perhaps he was recovering from one of these severe beat-

ings, disfigured and needing constant care. Instead of refusing to care for Paul, 

worried that whatever trouble he had experienced would befall the Galatians 

themselves, they instead cared deeply for Paul. They welcomed him as one 

would welcome Jesus Himself. Ironically, Jesus too, if He had presented Him-

self in bodily form to the Galatians, would also have born the scars of persecu-

tion and suffering. How might we care for those in our areas and around the 

world who are facing similar struggles and trials?

The Galatians did not treat Paul as a burden or outcast; rather, they rec-
ognized their responsibility in the common call to proclaim the Gospel and 
this was expressed in their care for Paul, God’s ambassador with them. They 
were true partners in the Gospel ministry with Paul. Their friendship was as 
solid as ever when Paul left them, so what happened?

“Ghosting” From the Galatians (4:16–18)

A new term in digital connections is “ghosting”—defined as when someone 
suddenly ends a personal relationship without any explanation. The commu-
nication just … stops. This can be very hurtful to the young (and young at 
heart) who rely heavily on text messages, social media connection, and direct 
messaging. It’s not something friends do—it robs the joy of relationships. 
Paul made a shocking accusation to the Galatians, “Have I now become your 
enemy?” (4:16). Once these words were read over the churches in Galatia, 
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I am sure they hit hard. Enemies are the opposite of friends; there are no 
shared interests or common goals. They are in opposition to one another.

Paul’s accusation was not only painful—but the truth of Paul’s statement 
must have stung. Paul then moved to “unmask” the real enemies—the rival 
missionaries or Judaizers who were zealous for something other than the 
true Gospel. They were so devoted to the law that they would carry out a 
separate agenda designed to separate God’s people from the Gentile world 
by creating barriers—ones that Jesus Himself had broken down—so those 
who followed the Law would be in the inner circle of the church with others 
intentionally left out. Paul knew there can be no inner or outer circle in the 
church, where all are covered by the same grace of God.

Paul himself knew what misplaced zeal cost. He remembered what he 
was like as he sought to destroy the early church as one “zealous” for the 
Law. Now his zeal was appropriately directed—his single passion was to see 
that the Gospel work of Jesus was proclaimed everywhere he went. He noted 
that zeal was not something to be avoided; rather, the direction of that zeal 
is what matters most. There can be no division in the church, no us versus 
them. All must be unified under the banner of Christ.

Family Joy (4:17–20)

Paul used the picture of family for his relationship with the Galatians, partic-
ularly that of a mother and child. He had one goal for them: “Christ is formed 
in you” (4:19). The best picture Paul could give them is that of a mother la-
boring to bring her children into the world and then laboring again that they 
grow and mature into fully functional adults. Oh what pain a mother can feel 
when a child strays from the path she desires and has led them toward! Paul 
was feeling this pain firsthand as his beloved church, filled with Gentiles, 
was going in the opposite direction—trying to become like the Jews, not like 
Jesus. Paul, exasperated, was at a loss. Not at a loss for teaching, rather Paul 
was completely shocked and saddened that the Gospel he so freely preached, 
and the Galatians so freely accepted, had now been cast aside for the false 
teachings of people that only had their own interests in mind.

While the Judaizers were focused on themselves and their narrow view 
of what it meant to follow God, Paul opened the door wide to the joy that 
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comes in meeting these new followers where they were; Paul joyfully put oth-
ers first. The source of Paul’s joy, and ours too, is when we live in unity with 
other believers, becoming a community where old cultural and ethnic bound-
aries are removed, and all are welcomed to experience the grace God so freely 
gives. Paul’s goal was to be back with the Galatians as he knew that nothing 
is better than face-to-face communication. We understand this desire too as 
we came back from our COVID-induced isolation. The real enemy wants to 
use anything and everything possible to divide God’s church. God’s people 
must be actively working together so nothing separates us from one another 
and the joy that comes from walking together in the journey of discipleship.

Implications and Actions

Paul had been teaching about what the Galatians should believe. In this 
week’s lesson, he shifted to what must be done because of these correct be-
liefs. In our small group Bible studies, it is not enough that we just teach 
right beliefs and doctrine. We have to live out these beliefs and allow them 
to bear fruit in our lives and groups. We have to look one another in the eye 
and recognize there are people who might not have the same political beliefs, 
ethnic background, or socio-economic status. We realize as Paul taught, our 
diversity is a strength; there is no “ideal looking leader or super-Christian.” 
All are equally in need of God’s grace.

Do we ever divide the church because we feel we know better than God—
adding extra expectations for people to be a part of our congregation? Or 
have we ever been guilty of deciding God cannot use a certain person because 
of their past or their current situation? In all this, we become a source of le-
galism and separation rather than that of joy and unity. Let’s change our tone 
and proclaim that all are welcome to find forgiveness at the Cross. We serve a 
God who spreads a huge tent that all who seek Him may enter and find they 
too can be used in service of the King.
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“A Baptist Church-sized Tent”

In free church tradition, Baptists are a people with great diversity. We worship 

in different ways, set up church governance in different ways, and ultimate-

ly can look very diverse. Nevertheless, our Baptist identity is steeped in the 

saving work of the Gospel, the priesthood of believers, and autonomous lo-

cal churches. How does diversity in the church help enrich the mission and 

outreach of the Body? In what ways should the church seek to foster greater 

diversity among its members and ministries?

Questions

1.	Where might there be an “inner circle” in church today? Why might 
there be an appeal of an “inner circle”? Why is this so destructive 
for the church?

2.	How are we guilty of creating division in the church today? What 
would Paul say about it?

3.	When has there been a time you invested time and energy into a 
group or person and felt that the end result was a “wasted effort?” 
Where can you find joy and hope in such a situation?

4.	Why do you think Paul used such an emotional appeal rather than a 
logical argument with the Galatians?



BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 

MAIN IDEA
Legalism lets you brag about how good 
you are. Grace humbles you to realize that 
only God’s mercy can save you.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Is there any legalism in my heart?

STUDY AIM
To understand that when I replace God’s 
plan with mine, there are always unpleas-
ant consequences

QUICK READ
Paul used the story of Sarah and Hagar 
to make a major point about salvation … 
grace versus works. He compared it to the 
two covenants: The covenant of the Law 
and the new covenant of grace.

lesson 9

FOCAL TEXT

Galatians 4:21–31

BACKGROUND

Genesis 16

The Cost of 
Freedom

90
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Introduction

One of my favorite ministries I volunteer for at my church is Upward Bas-
ketball, where I help out as a referee. Some of the most interesting and fun 
games to referee are the 1st and 2nd grade games. For many players, this 
is their first experience playing basketball. They run without dribbling; they 
shoot into the wrong basket. One of my co–referees describes our job as 
herding cats. But that is what I love about the job. I get to explain the rules 
in a real game setting. The kids learn and improve. Without a good referee, 
there is no accountability on the court. Games would not be fair, and it would 
be complete chaos.

Galatians 4:21–31

21 Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of 

what the law says? 22 For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by 

the slave woman and the other by the free woman. 23 His son by the slave 

woman was born according to the flesh, but his son by the free woman 

was born as the result of a divine promise.
24 These things are being taken figuratively: The women represent two 

covenants. One covenant is from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to 

be slaves: This is Hagar. 25 Now Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia and 

corresponds to the present city of Jerusalem, because she is in slavery with 

her children. 26 But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our moth-

er. 27 For it is written: “Be glad, barren woman, you who never bore a child; 

shout for joy and cry aloud, you who were never in labor; because more 

are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband.”
28 Now you, brothers and sisters, like Isaac, are children of promise. 29 At 

that time the son born according to the flesh persecuted the son born by 

the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. 30 But what does Scripture say? 

“Get rid of the slave woman and her son, for the slave woman’s son will 

never share in the inheritance with the free woman’s son.” 31 Therefore, 

brothers and sisters, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the 

free woman.
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Two Families (4:21–22)

For the Galatians this whole situation with Paul and the Judaizers—those 
who claimed being a Christian meant following the Jewish Law, particularly 
circumcision—must have seemed chaotic and confusing, much like learning 
the rules of a new sport. They did not have 2,000 years of Hebrew/Jewish 
tradition and sound theology to fall back on. Who were they to believe? Paul, 
who claimed the true gospel message? Or the Judaizers who claimed all of 
Jewish Law and tradition? It’s hard to decide. I imagine tempers flared. This 
was one church business meeting that was about to get out of control. I am 
sure there were some that just said to “go along with it all”—the Law makes 
sense, and going along with both Paul and the Judaizers kept the peace.

Paul began with the obvious question: Do you even know what the Law 
says? Perhaps the Judaizers were using the story of Sarah and Hagar to con-
vince the Galatians of the importance of following the Jewish Law if they 
were to remain in the church. Paul knew Jesus had said the Law was not abol-
ished, but rather fulfilled (Matthew 5:17–18). If the Judaizers wanted to use 
the Law in the current state, then they must recognize the Law had already 
done what it was intended to do, which was to ultimately point God’s people 
to Jesus and His sacrifice on the cross. It has been fulfilled in Jesus Christ. 
(See Galatians 3.)

However, if the Judaizers had been using the Law to divide God’s peo-
ple—those who were following the Law or those who had not been follow-
ing the Law—then there could be cause for some to start to feel superior or 
that they had earned more favor with God. All good works that could cause 
us to compare ourselves to our fellow believers and pass judgment on them 
destroys the grace God so freely wants to give all who would receive it. As a 
fellow pastor once taught me, “We are all beggars telling other beggars where 
we found bread.”

Paul invited the Galatians and us to take a hard look at what is happening 
in the church, and to really see what takes place when you add anything to 
the Gospel—it becomes legalism, which is really no gospel at all.
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Hagar vs. Sarah

Genesis 16 and 21 tells the story of Abraham and Sarah along with her maid-

servant, Hagar. God gave His promise of a son to Abraham and Sarah in Gene-

sis 15. It was Sarah’s plan to give her maid to Abraham in accordance with the 

custom of that time that she would be his concubine and children born to her 

would be considered Sarah’s. For our passage let’s compare:

Hagar	 Sarah

slave	 free

according to the flesh	 through the promise

present in Jerusalem	 Jerusalem above

flesh	 Spirit

persecutor	 Persecuted

will not inherit	 will inherit

Judaizers	 Paul

Old Covenant	 New Covenant

Two Promises (4:23–24a)

From the two families he mentioned, Paul compared the children with two 
promises given. Two women, two sons, two paths. The first family comes 
from Hagar: kata sarka, “according to the flesh.” The second is Sarah: di ep-
angelias, “through the promise.” The first child was born in the normal way—
Ishmael. The second child came as a result of a miraculous promise of God 
being fulfilled—Isaac. Paul saw Sarah’s decision to hand over her handmaid-
en as unbelief and therefore, labeled fleshly. The original promise of God to 
Abraham and Sarah came true through Isaac.

Paul then took it a step further to show how this historic family symbol-
izes two covenants at play. The first was the Old Testament covenant with 
God and the Israelites. The second is the new covenant—the miraculous one 
made possible through the promise of God through the work of the Mes-
siah. What the fleshly covenant was unable to achieve, the new covenant 
sees through to completion. There are now a new people of God, not born of 
the flesh but born of the Spirit (John 1:12–13). Throughout Scripture, God 
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shows His connection and commitment to His people and His purpose for 
them through covenant promises. See sidebar, “Promises, Promises.”

Promises, Promises1

In the Old Testament God made promises, or covenants, with His people. The 

Hebrew word for covenant is berit—coming from the verb meaning “to bind.” 

There are several key characteristics that make each covenant unique.

•	 Noah—God acted, declaring He will never flood the earth again (Genesis 

9:9–17).

•	 Abraham—God alone acted, He forged an unbreakable covenant with 

Abraham and his descendants (Genesis 12–22).

•	 Moses/Mt. Sinai—God created a suzerain treaty—as a king would do with 

people for their obedience and protection, both God and the people 

have responsibility (Exodus 19–23).

•	 David—Promise for future work of God, an unconditional covenant with 

King David that there will be a perpetual kingdom with one of his de-

scendants ruling forever (2 Samuel 7:1–17).

While both families could claim to be Abraham’s children, both children 
could not hold the status of a child fulfilling God’s promise. The covenant 
with Abraham was not just with him as the patriarch of his household, but 
with Sarah too—in fact Abraham and Sarah together tried to usurp God on 
more than one occasion, most notably the situation with Hagar and Ishmael. 
In Genesis 18, God sent three angels to confirm with Abraham and Sarah that 
the covenant child would come from them both.

Perhaps the Judaizers were teaching the Galatians that, like in Abra-
ham’s time, there were two families, and the Jews were the true people of the 
promise like Isaac. The Gentile Christians needed to be circumcised—become 
Jewish, follow the Law—to be truly in the family.

Paul took this argument and turned it on its head. Alright, suppose Abra-
ham really did have two families. Which side is slave? Which side is free? How 
can you tell? The truth is that Isaac came from the promise of God to Abra-
ham and Sarah. Isaac was the child of the promise; Ishmael was a child of the 
flesh. But by trusting in the Law, and not Jesus, the Galatian Christians are 
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becoming like Ishmael—of the flesh, not Isaac—of the promise. They were 
taking matters in their own hands like Sarah did. They were not showing 
themselves to be children of the promise—those who belong to the Messiah. 
They were putting themselves under the yoke of the Law, no longer free, as 
Christ intended (John 8:31–32).

Two Mountains (4:24b–27)

Paul then added a whole new place setting to our table—Jerusalem, the Holy 
City. How did Paul describe the two Jerusalems? First, there was an earth-
ly, actual Jerusalem with the Temple, a physical location like Mount Sinai. 
There is also the heavenly city—the City of God where all who trust in Christ 
may enter and find peace. In Psalm 87:3–5, the ancient enemies of Israel are 
named and described as those who “know me” inviting each into the new 
Jerusalem.

Paul was declaring that even from the beginning God planned to give 
a great family of nations to Abraham. The future purposes of the world are 
stored up in this new Jerusalem, the promise of God to Abraham. One day 
this “present age” will give way to the “age to come” and the promise of God to 
Abraham, ushered in through the Messiah, will be completely fulfilled. Just 
like the children of Israel were to live by the covenant to one day be a blessing 
to all people as they demonstrated what covenant living should look like, so 
the Church, as the new Jerusalem, should be a representation of what God 
desires of His Kingdom one day—all people worshiping the true King Jesus.

Two Futures (4:28–31)

Paul was teaching the Galatians that if they live by the Law, even if they 
have trusted in Christ, they are bound in slavery. In verse 28, Paul made the 
remarkable statement that the Gentiles who trust in Jesus, not the Jews, 
following the Law, are now the people of God. Paul also identified with the 
Galatians as “we”—if they feel the waters had been muddied, it was not from 
Paul. He was the one that first preached the Gospel to them. He was not per-
secuting them through needless, law-keeping commands. He had not told 
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them to put their faith in acts of the flesh. God through the saving work of 
Christ is the only One that saves, the only One that gives freedom and life. 
The future is secure not through their check-list legalism, but through the 
mercy of God.

Nothing needed to be added to the Gospel in order for the Galatians to 
grow in grace. I remember as a teenager, I decided to do something special for 
my family at Christmas. Every year of my childhood, my grandmother would 
make homemade candy, like fudge and divinity—carefully cut into squares 
and placed on wax paper in a tin container for all to enjoy. The only time we 
were able to enjoy these small, handmade goodies was at Christmas. Once my 
grandmother was unable to cook due to her age, I tried my hand at this pro-
cess. I had the recipe; I had watched my grandmother complete the process. 
How hard could it be?

I followed the recipe carefully, referring back to each step. Candy-making 
is time consuming, but finally my creation was ready for the big taste test. I 
bit into that pillowy square of goodness, only to be met with a mouthful of 
salt. See, I had made a slight misstep. I read “1 tsp of salt.” Not knowing the 
difference, I added “1 tbsp” of salt. Gross. The whole batch was ruined.

Paul would say that just like putting too much salt in a recipe, so adding 
adherence to the Law—taking on a legalistic view of salvation—ruins the 
result. Salvation comes from grace alone. It is not grace and the Law. Or even 
grace and good behavior or works. Paul eventually instructed the church in 
Ephesus, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is 
not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can 
boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9). This is a good verse to memorize, which will allow 
God’s Spirit to recall this verse and remind us anytime we start to compare 
ourselves to others. We all humbly must remember we are all sinners who 
find salvation only in God’s amazing grace.

Implications and Actions

Paul wanted his readers to know, those who believe the Gospel are children 
of the promise. Those who place their faith in anything else are following the 
flesh and cannot be part of the new family of God. It’s difficult teaching, but 
the message is clear. Those who are not preaching the Gospel that is faith in 
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Jesus must be cast out. The prevalent worldview in our culture is pluralism, 
where everyone determines what is best for them. Scot McKnight calls this 
the “gospel of toleration.”2 McKnight continues to say that this stacks the 
deck against Christianity as we believe in the absolute truth of the Gospel. 
We will be tempted to compromise our beliefs for the sake of not wanting to 
offend or make someone feel bad. While the world will claim its view of toler-
ance brings freedom, Paul demonstrated that this really makes one subject to 
sin, and not free at all. If we are to be truly free, trusting in Jesus and Jesus 
alone for our salvation and seeking to live as He instructs is the only course 
of action.

Questions

1.	What groups in the church might we be tempted to look down upon 
or feel like they are not measuring up to a standard? What divisions 
exist in our churches today?

2.	Has there ever been a time that you witnessed a person or group 
excluded from the fellowship of the church?

3.	Paul made a bold statement in verse 28. Why would he say some-
thing that might create such controversy?
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4.	When a gray situation or controversy comes up in church, what are 
we to do to help give clear direction? How might you be a catalyst to 
see that there is unity within the body?

ENDNOTES

1Steven B. Cowan. Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary—“Covenant,” 355–359.

2Scot McKnight. The NIV Application Commentary: Galatians, 238.
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Introduction

One of the great moments in the movie adaptation of The Chronicles of Nar-
nia: The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe is when the land offers new life, and 
the terrible “always winter but never Christmas” starts to melt away. Even 
the wicked white witch knows that something has happened, and things will 
never go back to the way they were.

The same is true for the Galatians. For all of human history, from the fall 
of humanity in the Garden until the time of Christ, there had been waiting—
there was the bleak winter warmed only with the hope among God’s people 
that one day the Lord would act. Then, like the frozen waterfall breaking free 
and the river running again through Narnia, God’s grace had broken across 
all humanity in the death and resurrection of Jesus, ushering in a new age 
and new way to be human—the people of God—that He had always intended 
us to be. The world could never go back to the way things were. So neither did 
the Galatians, Jew or Gentile, need to go back to the Law or trust in anything 
other than the grace of God for their salvation.

Galatians 5:1–15

1 It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then, and do not 

let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.
2 Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circum-

cised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. 3 Again I declare to every man 

who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole 

law.  4 You who are trying to be justified by the law have been alienated 

from Christ; you have fallen away from grace. 5 For through the Spirit we 

eagerly await by faith the righteousness for which we hope. 6 For in Christ 

Jesus  neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value.  The only 

thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.
7 You were running a good race. Who cut in on you to keep you from 

obeying the truth? 8 That kind of persuasion does not come from the one 

who calls you. 9 “A little yeast works through the whole batch of dough.” 10 I 

am confident in the Lord that you will take no other view. The one who is 

throwing you into confusion, whoever that may be, will have to pay the 

penalty.  11 Brothers and sisters, if I am still preaching circumcision, why 
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am I still being persecuted? In that case the offense of the cross has been 

abolished. 12 As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and 

emasculate themselves!
13 You, my brothers and sisters, were called to be free. But do not use 

your freedom to indulge the flesh;  rather, serve one another  humbly in 

love. 14 For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: “Love 

your neighbor as yourself.” 15 If you bite and devour each other, watch out 

or you will be destroyed by each other.

No Two Ways About It (5:1–6)

The gloves were coming off for Paul as he stated his points straightforward. 
Starting with verse 1, Paul gave his thesis statement—it all comes down to 
freedom. Christ set us free to be in a relationship with God. Christ set us 
free from the Law. Christ set us free from sin. Why would we go back? Once 
the curse of winter is broken, why would anyone in Narnia want to put their 
heavy coat on again? Paul made it as clear as possible—there are two ways to 
live, one free and one enslaved. The choice comes down to what one believes 
and how they act on that belief.

Paul had been explaining that there cannot be two separate churches—
all are one family. There also cannot be two divisions in the same family. All 
are one, who have professed faith in Jesus. Faith is what matters. There are 
not acts that will add to the saving work of Christ nor are there any acts that 
make His sacrifice less valid. Love is the motivation behind what God has 
done. The free gift of this salvation is for all and open to all.

When we preach that Jesus is the only way to salvation, many in our 
world today hear that as a statement of exclusiveness—as if we have said we 
are the chosen on the “right side” and everyone else is wrong. Yet there can 
be no more inclusive way for salvation than faith in Christ. For in Jesus, sal-
vation is based solely on who Christ is and what Christ has done—not one bit 
on who we are or what we have done. Our family or nationality or our ability 
or financial resources to work or earn our way to God do not factor in at all. 
This gift is free. It is only free because it cost the heart of God so very much. 
Therefore, all people are offered an opportunity to respond of their own free 
will to the love God has shown everyone. John 3:16 spells it out, “For God so 
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loved the world.” For the love of the world and for the sins of all humanity, 
not just those who would believe, Jesus came and received our punishment. 
There is no other work necessary. Jesus even said as He was dying on the 
cross, “It is finished” (John 19:30).

Five Solae of the Reformation and the First 
Baptists

Sola fide, sola scriptura, solus Christus, sola gratia, soli Deo gloria!

This translates from Latin to English—through faith alone, by Scripture alone, 

in Christ alone, by grace alone, and glory to God alone!

As Baptists, we can trace our spiritual heritage back to Protestant re-
formers like Martin Luther. Luther publicly protested the Catholic church, 
propelling the protestant reformation on October 31, 1517, when he nailed 
his “Ninety-Five Theses” to the door of the Wittenberg church. With the in-
vention of the printing-press, copies began to spread all over Europe, includ-
ing to Pope Leo X who would soon excommunicate Luther in 1521. Other 
reformers like Ulrich Zwingli, Thomas Cranmer, and John Calvin added their 
voices.

In Holland, soon there were other leaders like John Smyth and Thomas 
Helwys that took the matter further, questioning the baptism of infants and 
voluntary church membership. What began with the 5 Solae of the Refor-
mation would become the foundation of the Baptist doctrine of “believer’s 
baptism” by choice and immersion. Early Baptists endured great persecution 
for these convictions and became the first voices for “religious liberty” in the 
world.1

Paul From All Angles (5:7–12)

Many of us remember what TV was like prior to streaming and DVR services. 
We had to look in a newspaper or publication for show schedules or watch 
the TV guide channel. Sometimes you just had to flip through the channels 
to find the show you wanted to watch. Paul offered some rapid-fire illustra-
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tions that feel almost like he was scrolling through the TV stations—he had 
become a channel surfer!2

First, we start on the track—the sports channel. In the Greek world, like 
today, games were everywhere. The Greeks also had strict rules and expecta-
tions for competition. Paul recognized the close connection between athlet-
ics and the Christian life—both involve strenuous, disciplined living. So, the 
picture Paul gave is that of a runner who had their path blocked or is on the 
wrong track. There were rules in the ancient world against tripping or cut-
ting in on your opponent. In this case, the Galatians allowed the Judaizers to 
push them around, cut in on them, or force them off course. They had made 
an excellent start in their run with Jesus by believing on faith alone—but 
there was some group or someone who had insisted that circumcision be add-
ed to their disciplined Christian life.

This had been done with “persuasion”—enter the courtroom drama. Paul 
implied a “contrived persuasiveness” or one that was developed to impress 
and attract a following. Not like what Paul did when he was with them. It’s 
not a matter of choosing one religion over another—but finding and follow-
ing the Truth. And it wasn’t just Paul who presented the Truth to the Gala-
tians; ultimately it was the One who called them—God.

Paul then flipped the channel to a cooking show—we are “in the kitchen 
with Paul.” We all know about the effect yeast has or what a small change 
in a recipe can do. With this one little change, the recipe does not produce 
the desired outcome. For the Jews, “leaven” and “yeast” go back to the Pass-
over—there is symbolism of sin and evil with these substances.

Paul then flipped back to the courtroom drama—he was now playing 
judge and jury. The “offense” that Paul was talking about is the same word for 
the stick in a trap or bait or what causes one to stumble. He was confident 
that God would continue to draw the Galatians to the Truth. To divide the 
truth, as the “one” agitator is doing, will bring about judgment.

Paul flipped to the history channel—the “Autobiography of Paul.” Paul 
almost implied at one point he was “preaching circumcision”, perhaps as a 
pharisee or before Paul had fleshed out his theology of salvation complete-
ly. But if there was still a need for circumcision, Paul would have preached 
it. Therefore, the verdict had been given. Paul then gave a final remark with 
irony or sarcasm—just “cut yourselves off” he said to the false teachers 
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and their acolytes. Maybe Paul meant this symbolically, perhaps from the 
church—or perhaps he was recalling pagan cults that put value in such fleshly 
mutilation or a final remark about the absolute ridiculousness that was being 
entertained by the Galatians listening to such nonsense.

If we find this all a little too much—maybe, we need to rethink how im-
portant our theology is and how dedicated we are to understanding the Truth 
of the Gospel. This was no laughing matter for Paul. In our day and age, plu-
ralism is raining down judgment and calamity on the church. We need church 
leaders and teachers who do not compromise the truth of the Gospel to com-
bat false-teaching head on.

Ancient Heresy, Modern Times

Throughout the course of church history, false-teachings and heresy have 

threatened to compromise the Gospel.

•	� Pluralism—This false teaching claims there are many paths to God.

•	� Marcionism—This ancient heresy of the church claims, among other 

false teachings that the entire Bible is not literally true.

•	� Gnosticism—This ancient heresy of the church claimed that Jesus’ work 

was purely spiritual and denied the incarnation. Gnostics also claimed 

there were “secret teaching” or “special knowledge” only a select could 

obtain.

•	� Arianism—This ancient heresy of the church claimed Jesus was not di-

vine—even today to deny Christ’s Divinity is to deny the Gospel and 

Christianity.

•	� Humanism—This false teaching holds that humans are not sinful. By 

comparing oneself to others (especially those deemed worse than 

themselves), people feel they are “good enough” or deserving of salva-

tion.

While these heresies may just seem academic, any false teaching is trouble-

some. Where else have you seen heresies that threaten to misrepresent Chris-

tianity or cause people to have a wrong understanding of the Gospel?
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Freedom and Love (5:13–15)

Growing up, the first right of passage that gave personal freedom was turn-
ing 16 years old and receiving your driver’s license. The ability to drive your-
self to see friends, to attend school, or obtain a job and go to work was the 
great mark of young adulthood. For adolescence today, it seems like receiving 
your own cell phone marks the beginning of newfound freedom. The phone 
represents what the car keys once did. It is how friends connect, schoolwork 
can be completed, and even work can be done in the digital economy. Did you 
ever abuse the freedom you received once you started driving? Do you know 
of a young person today that has abused their freedom in the online world?

Paul has spent lots of time, breath, and ink showing that those who be-
lieve in Jesus are free—free from pagan pasts and also free from the claims 
made by the Jewish Law. It is a New Exodus—they are free because of what 
God has accomplished in the Messiah. But we are made free for a purpose—
love. This emphasis on love—the love of God and love of neighbor—was first 
made by Jesus Himself!

If the focus isn’t on love but on combative views, there will be “biting” 
and “eating”—like that of a wild animal that spends their days fighting and 
devouring until they are ultimately devoured. Obviously, there was more go-
ing on in Galatia than just a minor theological disagreement. Paul was wor-
ried that if the church turned on itself, there would not be any church left, 
but a bloody trail where the church once stood. So Paul took the Galatians 
back to the beginning—love. He went back to the great command of the To-
rah, which the Jewish Christians would remember well. But it was also given 
by Jesus in His teaching on the greatest commands in the Bible: “Love God. 
Love People,” Christ said (Matthew 22:37–39, paraphrase). Freedom and love 
are the marks of the church.

Implications and Actions

There is no “wiggle room” when it comes to Paul and the Gospel of Jesus. 
Throughout my ministry, when I baptize an individual, I ask them in the bap-
tistery if they are “trusting in Jesus, and Jesus alone for their salvation.” It is 
on that profession of faith that we are saved and then baptized. As Paul re-
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minded us all, “The only thing that counts is faith” (5:6). Paul knew who had 
been teaching false doctrine and who had been cutting in on the Galatians as 
they ran the race Christ had set for them. What about us? Where do we stum-
ble in our beliefs? Is there an area we are tempted to fall into false doctrine? 
Did Paul think the Galatians were going to lose their salvation?

It is hard to make that huge jump in just a few verses. The doctrine of 
eternal security has long been a point of challenge for the church—those 
who believe “once saved, always saved” and those who believe that salvation 
can be lost if one turns away from Christ—like the Galatians that were turn-
ing back to the Law of Moses. Scot McKnight gives two good points on this 
difficult doctrine. Theologically, only the sin of apostasy, such as denying 
Christ, can sever one’s relationship with God. This would not be a haphazard 
or unconscious decision, but a premeditated act to renounce Christ. This is 
not something we need to worry about as it is not a sin we have to wonder if 
we committed.3

Questions

1.	Have you ever been misquoted? How did you feel? Do you think 
Paul was using such strong language since he was feeling misquot-
ed? (5:11)

2.	How is the cross of Christ viewed today?

3.	How would you describe the freedom we have in Christ?



Lesson 10: Called to Be Free	 107

4.	What are some practical ways we should show love to those in the 
church we have a conflict with? What might the result be?

ENDNOTES

1Michael E. Williams. Handbook for Baptists, Benard M. Spooner, General Editor, 31.

2N. T. Wright. Paul for Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians, 64–67.

3 Scot McKnight. The NIV Application Commentary: Galatians, 250.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Hays, Richard B. “Galatians.” The New Interpreter’s Bible: Volume 11. Nashville, TN: Abingdon 

Press, 2000.

Martin, Ralph P. & Wu, Julie W. “Galatians.” Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commen-

tary: Volume 3, Romans to Philemon. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002.

McKnight, Scot. The NIV Application Commentary: Galatians. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 

1995.

Williams, Michael E. Handbook for Baptist: What Every Baptist (New or Longtime) Should Know, 

Benard M. Spooner, Gen. Ed. Coppell, TX: Christian Leadership Publishing, 2013.

Wright, N. T. Paul for Everyone: Galatians and Thessalonians. Louisville, KY: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2004.

Wright, N. T. Commentaries for Christian Formation: Galatians. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerd-

mans Publishing Co., 2021.



BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 

MAIN IDEA
The Christian life is a battleground, not a 
playground.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
How can I starve my old sinful nature?
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us toward holy living.
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Introduction

Have you ever felt like although you love Jesus, it is still easy to cave to temp-
tation? Sometimes the impulse to sin feels so strong, you just give in—even 
when you know you’re choosing to oppose God.

Despite his bold faith, Paul experienced this inner conflict, too. He wrote 
to the Romans, “For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not 
want to do—this I keep on doing” (Romans 7:19).

Like heavyweight boxers, our sinful desires are fighting with the Holy 
Spirit. Our heart is their ring. Each is competing to win the championship 
belt, which in this case is our obedience.

Paul warns the Galatians that this fight is not trivial, it’s crucial. We have 
to choose a side in this boxing match. Who will you choose to obey, and by 
doing so—who will you choose to be?

Galatians 5:16–26

16 So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the 

flesh. 17 For the flesh desires what is contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit 

what is contrary to the flesh. They are in conflict with each other, so that 

you are not to do whatever you want. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you 

are not under the law.
19 The acts of the flesh are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and de-

bauchery; 20 idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, 

selfish ambition, dissensions, factions 21 and envy; drunkenness, orgies, 

and the like. I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not 

inherit the kingdom of God.
22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control. Against such things 

there is no law. 24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh 

with its passions and desires. 25 Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in 

step with the Spirit. 26 Let us not become conceited, provoking and envying 

each other.
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The Contenders: Spirit vs. Flesh (5:16–18)

Humans possess a dual nature. All people are created in God’s image (Genesis 
1:26–27) and thus inherently good; yet all people are sinners and separated 
from God (Romans 3:23). Each of us exists in the tension between these two 
identities.

Paul reminded Christians in Galatia they have a Helper to ensure they 
place their identity in Christ—the Holy Spirit. And what a gift the Spirit is! 
When someone gives their life to Jesus, they receive God Himself to dwell 
within them (Romans 8:9).

However, God is gentle, and does not force anyone to act against their 
will. All of us make choices every day. While the Holy Spirit can lead us, we 
must choose to follow (5:16).

The Role of the Holy Spirit

The Holy Spirit is the most mysterious person of the Trinity. While God the 

Father and Jesus are fairly well-understood in most Christian traditions, many 

including Baptists have a long, complicated, and divisive history around how 

to understand the Spirit.

Scripture teaches us that the Holy Spirit dwells within all who follow Jesus 

(Acts 2:38; 1 Corinthians 6:19). We also know that the Holy Spirit nudges be-

lievers toward the good we are called to do but doesn’t force anyone to act 

against their will. Jesus said the Holy Spirit’s role is to “help,” “teach,” and “bring 

to remembrance” God’s commands (John 14:26).

While we must choose in our free will to obey the Spirit’s prompting, there’s 

one more thing the Spirit does. The Spirit enables us to obey God. The Spirit 

gives power (Acts 1:8) and helps us overcome our weaknesses (Romans 8:26). 

We are not in this fight alone, and that’s exactly why Paul encouraged the 

Galatians to rely on the Spirit to overcome their flesh.

Spirit and flesh are battling for our attention, affection, and allegiance. 
We have a choice every day to follow or ignore the Spirit. Each day we have 
moments where we obey the Spirit’s call alongside moments where we will-
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ingly choose sin. Paul was well-acquainted with this experience in his own 
life, as well as the lives of Christians he pastored.

The Galatians were like us. Sometimes they got it right, sometimes they 
messed up. They, like us, were following Jesus in a culture where saying “yes” 
to the flesh was encouraged while saying “yes” to the Spirit was difficult. 
Paul’s letter was an urgent reminder to choose Spirit over flesh in a culture 
that consistently preached the opposite message.

Paul mentioned earlier in chapter five that God calls us to “be free” (5:13) 
yet said “you are not to do whatever you want” (5:17). This sounds like a 
contradiction. But Paul was reminding the Galatians of what we’ve all experi-
enced—our flesh is battling the Spirit. When left to our own devices, we will 
inevitably choose sin. And sin quickly becomes a prison.

Sin seduces us with promises of freedom, only to chain us and shame 
us. Jesus said, “Everyone who sins is a slave to sin” (John 8:34). Paul already 
reminded the Galatians that sin is slavery (5:1) and now doubles down by 
pleading with them to find freedom in the Spirit (5:17–18).

The freedom Paul spoke of is freedom from sin (5:1) but also freedom 
from the requirements of the Law (5:18). The Christian life is freedom from 
sin—through the Spirit’s power, we can say “no” to our flesh. The Christian 
life is also freedom from religious law—God’s grace alone saves us (Ephesians 
2:8), and our salvation isn’t dependent upon our ability to follow rules.

When we follow the Spirit within us, we’re empowered to seek God’s ho-
liness over our selfishness. We find ourselves saying “no” to our sinful desires 
and “yes” to God’s commands. Not because we’re bound to any law, but be-
cause the Spirit teaches us the best way to live—the “love God, love people” 
(Matthew 22:37–40) way to live.

Living in opposition to our flesh is difficult. But Paul reminded us we are 
not alone in this fight. The Spirit is the undefeated champion and fights for 
us.

The Flesh in Action (5:19–21)

After encouraging Christians to choose the Spirit over flesh, Paul listed “acts 
of the flesh,” which he remarked, “are obvious” (5:19).
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Sin should be plain and obvious to those who follow Jesus. But when I 
read this sentence, I stopped for a second … because sometimes there are 
“gray areas” in life, and faithful Christians disagree. Maybe “that thing” is not 
explicitly addressed in Scripture. What do we do? We also disagree over how 
sin affects our relationship to the local church. Who is allowed membership? 
Who is allowed to serve or lead?

This is why it’s important to walk with the Spirit. Many sins are obvious, 
but sometimes we have to wrestle to figure out our convictions. We seek God, 
read the Bible, pray, and have conversations with other Christians in order 
to come to appropriate conclusions about what is or isn’t permissible in the 
Christian life. This process is good for us. It can be taxing, and we might come 
to different conclusions than Christians we respect. But if we are communing 
in relationship with the Spirit, we can trust that we will not be led astray 
from God’s purposes. Left alone to our devices, we judge sin poorly. But with 
the Spirit’s help, we discern well. The more we walk with God the more obvi-
ous sin becomes.

It is worth reading through Paul’s list and pausing to see where you might 
struggle in your life. Paul names the following “acts of the flesh”:

•	 Sexual immorality
•	 Impurity
•	 Debauchery
•	 Idolatry
•	 Witchcraft
•	 Hatred
•	 Discord
•	 Jealousy
•	 Fits of rage
•	 Selfish ambition
•	 Dissensions
•	 Factions
•	 Envy
•	 Drunkenness
•	 Orgies
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Paul highlights things like sexual sin and drunkenness as works against 
the Spirit. But in the same sentence he mentions jealousy, selfish ambition, 
and multiple words that connote divisiveness in the church.

N. T. Wright says, “We may well wonder whether the Galatians (and in-
deed many churches today) would have realized that strife, jealousy, and the 
rest belonged in the same category as immorality and drunkenness.”1

Paul might say to us today that our gossip and prejudices are just as much 
“acts of the flesh” as sexual immorality or substance addiction. Our tendency 
to create division in church based on politics or worship style is as poisonous 
as debauchery. Our American ideals of building wealth and acquiring prestige 
lead us away from God like witchcraft.

Our flesh wants to pick out the sins we don’t struggle with and identify 
“those people” as anti-God. But we should fall on our knees in repentance as 
we see ourselves in the text. What do we struggle with; where are we working 
against God’s Spirit?

Paul mentioned “that those who live like this will not inherit the king-
dom of God” (5:21). This could come across as intimidating. If you struggle 
with envy or selfish ambition, does that mean you are not really a Christian?

Ten years ago, I was a student at Baylor University. I went to a local pas-
tor’s office and collapsed into a chair across from his desk. I confessed some 
of my deepest sin struggles and wept. I asked him, “What if I’m not really 
saved?”

He began to laugh, but then tenderly said, “Scotty, do you know how I 
know you’re saved? Normal people don’t struggle with sin, they just live in 
sin. The fact that you’re in a pastor’s office burdened by your sin is evidence 
of your salvation and that God is working on you.”

I think Paul was implying the same thing in verse 21. The Greek grammar 
in his letter implies continued action over time,2 meaning that there is a dif-
ference between struggling against sin and living continuously into sin. The 
Spirit will not allow us to live in constant sin without conviction. It’s our role 
to receive that conviction, recognize the sin we still have, and lean into the 
Spirit’s power to repent and walk in a different direction.
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The Spirit in Bloom (5:22–23)

Paul follows up the acts of the flesh by naming the Fruit of the Spirit. What I 
notice is that Paul, rather than giving a list of “good works” to counteract the 
list of “bad works,” gives a list of character qualities.

The solution to sin is not to “do better.” If we simply try to “do better,” we 
will find ourselves failing over and over and living into our flesh. Maybe you 
have noticed this in your sin struggles—when you try to “just stop” or even 
replace the sinful behavior with “good behavior,” the sin persists.

Rather than behavior modification, Paul said the Holy Spirit cultivates 
an orchard of character in our souls. God is more concerned about who we are 
than what we do. God knows the problem isn’t our actions, it’s our very selves. 
Our self-centered flesh leads us to sin. But as the Spirit re-creates our deepest 
longings to reflect God’s heart, we will find ourselves resisting sin out of our 
new nature.

This is the work of God in our lives. The Holy Spirit removes the old and 
makes us new (2 Corinthians 5:17). This does not happen instantly, but over 
the course of our lives (Philippians 1:6), so one day in the eternal Kingdom of 
God our character will be fully defined by these Fruit of the Spirit.

The Fruit of the Spirit

Every so often, Christians on social media debate which character traits define 

a “Godly man” or “Godly woman.” Paul said it’s these Spiritual Fruit that make 

a Godly person—men and women, alike. Prayerfully read through the list, and 

ask yourself: In which fruit are you thriving? Which fruit are lacking? Ask the 

Holy Spirit to garden each of these fruit in you:

•	 Love

•	 Joy

•	 Peace

•	 Forbearance

•	 Kindness

•	 Goodness

•	 Faithfulness

•	 Gentleness

•	 Self-control
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We have a sin problem. And the solution to sin isn’t better behavior, but 
a new self-defined by this spiritual fruit. When we choose to walk with the 
Spirit instead of living in our flesh, we allow the Spirit to grow this fruit with-
in us. Can’t we all agree the world would be a better place if this fruit ruled 
our decision-making?

It starts with you and me. Let’s allow the Holy Spirit to build these qual-
ities within us and flee the characteristics that stand in opposition to this 
holy fruit.

The Enemy’s Counterattack (5:24–26)

The enemy knows that as God’s spiritual fruit grows in our lives, we will aban-
don our sinful flesh. But even as the Spirit delivers the knockout blow to the 
flesh, the enemy has one last counterpunch: conceit (5:26).

The definition of conceit is “favorable opinion especially: excessive appre-
ciation of one’s own worth or virtue.”3 As we begin to live Godly lives and 
leave sin behind, our flesh tempts us to give glory to ourselves. We start to 
think about how good we are instead of how good God is for rescuing us from 
sin.

Paul reminded us that as we grow in our faith, we honor the crucifixion of 
Jesus (5:24) by refusing to let pride affect how we treat others (5:26). Pride, 
even contrived from faithfulness to Jesus, is sin and must be crucified along 
with all other works of the flesh. If Satan can’t stop the Spirit from defeating 
our flesh, he will try to stop us from loving others by having us take pride in 
our religious achievement.

We should be reminded, every day, that we are sinners in need of God’s 
grace. That the garden of holy fruit within us is not a credit to our good-
ness, but a result of Christ’s completed work on the cross. Our righteousness 
should lead us toward loving sinners, not looking down upon them. Rather 
than “provoke” (5:26) others, you are called to point them toward the God 
who wants to cultivate this same fruit in their lives, too.
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Implications and Actions

Until we are united with Christ in the life after this one, we all participate 
in this battle of Spirit vs. flesh. If we will allow the Holy Spirit to cultivate 
God’s fruit in our souls, we will find ourselves victorious in this fight. But if 
we resist God’s gardening and run instead to our vices time and time again, 
we will find ourselves actively working against God’s love in our lives and in 
our world.

Questions

1.	How or where do you feel the tension of Spirit vs. flesh in your life?

2.	What does it mean to be free from sin and law, and how can you em-
brace that freedom in your day-to-day living?

3.	How can the Spirit help us discern sin in the “gray areas” of life? 
What tools aid our discernment?

4.	Why do you think Christians have a tendency to make a “big deal” 
out of some sins, and minimize others? Where do you personally 
struggle with “works of the flesh?”
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5.	Why is it significant that the solution to sin is Spirit-gardened fruit, 
not simply “being better”?

6.	Why is conceit so seductive to otherwise healthy Christians? How 
can you combat conceit in your spiritual journey?

ENDNOTES

1�N. T. Wright, Galatians (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2021), 

336.

2�Richard B. Hays, “The Letter to the Galatians,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. XI (Nashville, 

TN: Abingdon Press, 2000), 327.

3Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “conceit.”
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Introduction

Most non-believers I know really like Jesus. Many are comfortable with the 
idea of God. Some go as far as admitting their personal sin. But almost all of 
them have an issue with church—more specifically, the people in church.

It turns out everyone in church, like all outside church, has sin. Sin 
plagues us as we strive to follow Jesus. For Christians, confronting sin in 
a loving way is mission critical. If we cannot help each other out of sin in 
church, how will we reach the lost?

Church is a God-given tool to overcome brokenness. As God’s body (1 
Corinthians 12:12–27), we are called to the solution to sin (Jesus). In order 
to accomplish this, we each have a part to play. You and I are called to carry 
the burdens of our brothers and sisters.

But be warned! In order to serve your brothers and sisters, you have to 
humble yourself before the cross and refuse to elevate yourself above others. 
If you’re going to eradicate sin in the church, Jesus would say you must first 
“take the plank out of your own eye” (Matthew 7:5), which requires some 
intense self-reflection.

Galatians 6:1–10

1 Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by 

the Spirit should restore that person gently. But watch yourselves, or you 

also may be tempted. 2 Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you 

will fulfill the law of Christ. 3 If anyone thinks they are something when 

they are not, they deceive themselves. 4 Each one should test their own 

actions. Then they can take pride in themselves alone, without comparing 

themselves to someone else, 5 for each one should carry their own load. 
6 Nevertheless, the one who receives instruction in the word should share 

all good things with their instructor.
7 Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he 

sows. 8 Whoever sows to please their flesh, from the flesh will reap destruc-

tion; whoever sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. 
9 Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will 

reap a harvest if we do not give up. 10 Therefore, as we have opportunity, 

let us do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family 

of believers.
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Restoration > Cancellation (6:1–2)

Paul reminded the Galatians that God prefers restoration over cancellation. 
He encouraged Christians to “restore … gently” our friends who are “caught 
in” sin (6:1).

Sin “catches” all of us at some point, doesn’t it? Many of us walk with God 
faithfully only to find ourselves stumbling into sin and becoming trapped in 
its snare. We know how easy it is to make one wrong decision that leads to 
a horrific public consequence or a secret addiction. No one is immune from 
sin’s trap. It can easily capture any of us.

That is why Paul says we should be “gentle” in our restoration (6:1). We 
should lead with empathy rather than judgment as we help our Christian 
friends out of sin. Even Jesus empathizes with us in our weakness (Hebrews 
4:15); surely, we too can empathize with those who’ve been “caught” in sin, 
since we ourselves are also sinners.

Paul invites us to “restore” (6:1) the brother or sister caught in sin. Sin 
isolates us from both God and Christian community; thus we should restore 
them both to God and Christian community.

But the second sentence in verse one is an apt warning: we cannot prop-
erly restore a Christian brother or sister by affirming, making light of, or par-
ticipating in their sin. The way to gently restore a Christian back to God and 
community is to “carry each other’s burdens” (6:2). That is the big command 
in these verses. This has tremendous implications for how we “do church” 
every week.

First of all, in order to carry each other’s burdens, we have to be honest 
about our burdens. If you’re not willing to share your sins, struggles, needs, 
doubts, and fears, how will someone carry them for you? This takes tremen-
dous humility and honesty. Unfortunately, American churches often pro-
mote dishonesty. There is an expectation of decorum that requires smiles and 
lighthearted discussion, and resists “real” or “deep” conversations about how 
we are doing. What would it look like for us to find a small group of friends in 
which we can be fully transparent and honest about our battles? If we aren’t 
willing to tell others where we need help, we won’t get help.
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Jesus Gently Restoring a “Caught” Sinner

Perhaps the best example of gentle restoration is found in John 8:1–11.

The religious leaders “caught” a woman in adultery (8:3). Without being too 

graphic, imagine the trauma the woman experienced as bloodthirsty men 

dragged her from that bedroom, down the street, and threw her before Jesus, 

threatening to murder her for her transgression (8:5).

Yet Jesus, in an epic act of wisdom, sent them away with the phrase, “Let any 

one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (8:7). The 

religious men walked away. Jesus reminded them that all of us are sinners 

deserving of punishment. But God refuses to cancel people; Jesus restores 

sinners.

Jesus told the woman that she wasn’t condemned, but that she should “leave 

[her] life of sin” (8:11). As we confront sin in our communities of faith, may our 

message be the same. May we not condemn sinners, but kindly invite them 

to a life without sin.

Second, in order to carry each other’s burdens, we have to foster judg-
ment-free communities of faith. We cannot balk in shock or anger when 
someone confesses sin. We can’t exclude people based on their struggles.

I think this is where my friends I mentioned in the introduction most 
dislike Christians. When a pastor publicly struggles with gluttony but lacks 
grace for a small group leader who confesses to an alcohol addiction, the 
stench of hypocrisy drives seekers away from church. When churches lack re-
sources for the multitude of teenagers struggling with anxiety or depression 
but condemn the same teenagers for having LGBTQ+ friends, the lack of care 
causes them to leave the faith altogether.

Rather than ostracize those caught in sin, we are called to help them out 
of their sin. Churches should be the safest place to seek recovery from porn 
or substance addiction. Christians should be the most restorative group of 
people in the world. We cannot judge people for being fallible; it isn’t our 
place to condemn sinners. But we can offer the hope of new life in Christ 
and create healthy avenues for believers to leave sin behind and embrace the 
freedom of Jesus.
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Third, in order to carry each other’s burdens, we have to tangibly help 
people. As James the brother of Jesus said, “Suppose a brother or a sister is 
without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep 
warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about their physical needs, what good 
is it?” (James 2:15–16).

We hear of others’ burdens and say, “I’ll pray for you!” … but if we aren’t 
alleviating those burdens, we fail as the people of God. This happens all the 
time when it comes to sin. When someone confesses sin to you, yes, pray for 
them. But how can you hold them accountable? Can you refer them to a re-
covery group or a therapist? Should you take them before one of your church 
staff ministers and seek their help as well?

Often, churches become their best amidst disaster. When Hurricane 
Harvey swept through Texas in 2017, local churches stepped up in a big way. 
Many church members in both Sugar Land and El Campo, communities where 
I have pastored, have moving testimonies of how church folks did anything 
and everything to help one another in the wake of Harvey’s destruction. 
Homes were rebuilt, large sums of money were given, and God was glorified.

This should be our approach to helping people out of sin every day. We 
should urgently serve, give, and help however we can. Sin’s destruction is 
brutal, but the church has the tools to rebuild and restore lives. That is how 
we “fulfill the law of Christ” (6:2) to “love one another” as Jesus has loved us 
(John 13:34).

You = Everyone Else (6:3–8)

In Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis called pride “the chief cause of misery in ev-
ery nation and every family since the world began.”1 He pointed out that “it 
is … comparison that makes you proud: the pleasure of being above the rest.”2

Previously, Paul warned the Galatians that the flesh can cause even faith-
ful Christians to struggle with conceit (5:26), and now he condemned com-
parison for the sake of pride (6:4). Paul knew how our flesh works—when we 
know others’ sin, we can quickly start to pat ourselves on the back for not 
having the same struggle. It is therefore inappropriate to play the compari-
son game of “my sin” vs. “others’ sin.”
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All sins, even the “little” ones, separate us from God (Romans 3:23) and 
therefore all of us have the same dilemma. Without the grace of God, none of 
us are “good enough” for God (Ephesians 2:8). Paul reminded of this again in 
verses 6–8. Under the cross, teachers and students, pastors and parishioners, 
are all equal (6:6). Every person’s sin reaps consequences (6:7–8) and every 
person’s salvation is dependent on God alone (6:8).

I often tell my students that all Christians are in the same boat. None of 
us are better than anyone else. We all go through seasons of faithfulness and 
seasons of prodigal wandering. We are all the same. We must put on this atti-
tude in order to carry one another’s burdens with integrity. If helping sinners 
find redemption causes me to boast in my own righteousness, I’ve completely 
missed the point.

Paul said we can, indeed, be pleased with our faithfulness (6:4). If you 
can put your head on your pillow at the end of the day and say, “I followed 
Jesus as best I could today,” or “I’m closer to God than I was this time last 
year,” that’s certainly something to be proud of. But the moment you need to 
compare yourself to someone else to feel good about yourself, well … you’ve 
fallen into sinful pride and need to repent.

Social Media

Social media apps like Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok often pro-

mote the comparison game where we feel good or bad about ourselves based 

on what others post. Take some time to reflect on your social media use. Why 

do you use it? Does it help or hurt your mental health? Do you find yourself 

falling into pride or self-hatred as you scroll?

Social media can be an incredible tool to share the Gospel, but it can also harm 

our relationship with God and others. Pray about how God might have you 

use (or lose!) social media in order to follow Paul’s instructions in Galatians 6.

My wife often quotes the old adage, “Comparison is the thief of joy.” I 
think she is right. Even when the comparison serves to make us feel “better 
than” someone else, the rot of pride will damage our hearts, ultimately steal-
ing our joy.
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Our social media-driven culture doesn’t help us flee the comparison 
game. But this is one of the many ways God calls us to live counter-culturally. 
Refuse to compare your life to others. Choose instead to pursue who God has 
called you to be in Christ Jesus and let that be enough. Because the person 
God is calling you to be is the person who’s going to help others follow Jesus, 
too.

Good ≠ Boring (6:9–10)

At a Disciple Now event, a middle school boy approached me for prayer. Nor-
mally in these cases I’m preparing for a teenager to ask about salvation or 
baptism or confess a porn or alcohol problem. I mentally prepared for one of 
those “big” conversations, but when he reached me, he said something that 
made me want to laugh.

“I’m a pretty good kid. But I am starting to get bored. I sometimes want 
to do bad things, like disobey my teacher in class, just to see what it feels like.”

This dude didn’t have any big addiction, tragedy, or struggle in his faith. 
He simply was becoming bored by being the “good kid” in class and wanted to 
rebel. I thought, “What an angel! This kid is golden!”

Paul knew that doing good is hard. That is why he encouraged the Gala-
tians to “not become weary” in doing the right thing, because he promised 
that our good works will lead to a “harvest” if we continue in them (6:9).

This harvest is twofold. For one thing, doing good is how we continue 
to fertilize the Fruit of the Spirit (5:22–23) in our lives. We will harvest the 
benefits of becoming more like Jesus as we seek to do good in the world.

But the harvest is also salvation of the lost. Jesus said, “The harvest is 
plentiful but the workers are few” (Matthew 9:37). It’s easy to call ourselves 
Christians, attend church, and post Bible verses on social media. It’s hard to 
live out our faith every day in how we love others. Paul clarified that doing 
good for others is exactly how we reap this harvest (6:10). If we want lost 
people to know Jesus, we must do good works for one another, especially for 
fellow Christians.

Jesus clarified this as well at the Last Supper, telling His disciples that, 
“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one anoth-
er” (John 13:35) and praying to the Father that “those who will believe in me 
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… may be brought to complete unity … [so] the world will know that you sent 
me” (John 17:20, 23).

Paul taught us here, and Jesus taught His disciples—doing good for oth-
ers is how we show the world God’s love. And it starts in church. If we cannot 
selflessly serve our brothers and sisters in Christ, why would anyone want 
to become a Christian? But if Christians are the most loving, judgment-free, 
helpful people in the world … well … who doesn’t want to be part of that?

Let’s be a church that is so loving and unified, lost people want to come 
investigate. Because if we were that good, we’d no longer be bored, we’d be 
energized. We’d see God move in ways we thought impossible. It starts with 
us. Let’s do so much good that people have to come hear why we do so. And 
may we faithfully point back to Jesus, and say, “It’s all because of Him.”

Implications and Actions

Paul called us to radical community and humility. If we’ll carry each other’s 
burdens and focus on the good works each of us are called to do, we’ll watch 
chains of sin break, and a harvest of new believers darken the doors of our 
churches. Let’s get to work!

Questions

1.	Does your church do a good job of providing space to openly share 
your burdens? If not, how can you create that space in your life?

2.	How can Christians keep one another accountable as we try to 
restore each other away from sin and back to God? (Be detailed and 
specific)
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3.	When Paul told the Galatians to “carry their own load” (6:5), he was 
not contradicting his instruction to “carry each other’s burdens” 
(6:2). How do these two instructions work together as we try to live 
out our faith in Christian community?

4.	Why is it important that Christians do good works, both in the 
church and in public?

5.	Do you know any non-believers who struggle to believe Christians 
are loving or that church is safe? How can you welcome them into a 
community of faith and point them to Jesus?

ENDNOTES

1 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 111.

2C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1996), 110.
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Galatians 6:11–18

BACKGROUND

Ephesians 2:10; Matthew 
5:14–16; Hebrews 12:3

Do Good
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MAIN IDEA
We need to depend upon the Holy Spirit 
to serve.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE
Am I performing good deeds in the name 
of Jesus?

STUDY AIM
To understand that we can grow weary 
and lose heart in our service to God

QUICK READ
The only people God cannot use are those 
who quit. So, whatever you face, do not 
quit! Continue to perform good deeds 
in the name of Jesus until He calls you 
home. You will reap a harvest if you do 
not give up.

BIBLE
STUDY 
GUIDE 
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Introduction

I waited tables for six years, which allowed me to afford college and living ex-
penses. I learned a sad reality of the food service business—no server wants 
to work Sunday lunch. It’s the least popular shift of the week on every wait-
staff. The perception in the restaurant industry is that lunch-after-church 
Christians are the rudest customers and worst tippers. Run a Google search 
and you’ll see dozens of articles saying as much.

We all know people who “play church”—folks who show up every week 
in their Sunday best, big handshakes to go ‘round, always “doing great” ev-
ery week. They lead a small group, serve on a welcome team, and make sure 
they’re seen as “good church people.” But if those “good church people” go to 
lunch on Sunday and treat their server poorly, well … that churchiness sud-
denly doesn’t mean much in terms of God’s work in the world.

As Paul concluded his letter to the church in Galatia, he gave them a final 
reminder: the cross of Christ compels us toward good deeds. Following Je-
sus is about more than being a “good Christian”—it’s about doing the good 
works God calls us to do every day.

Galatians 6:11–18

11 See what large letters I use as I write to you with my own hand!
12 Those who want to impress people by means of the flesh are trying 

to compel you to be circumcised. The only reason they do this is to avoid 

being persecuted for the cross of Christ. 13 Not even those who are circum-

cised keep the law, yet they want you to be circumcised that they may 

boast about your circumcision in the flesh. 14 May I never boast except in 

the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been cru-

cified to me, and I to the world. 15 Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 

means anything; what counts is the new creation. 16 Peace and mercy to all 

who follow this rule—to the Israel of God.
17 From now on, let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the 

marks of Jesus.
18 The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers and 

sisters. Amen.
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Church Is Not a Beauty Pageant (6:11–13)

My first job out of seminary was at a church in El Campo, Texas where I 
worked for Rick DuBroc, a pastor who’d faithfully led that church for over 40 
years. What I admired about Rick was that he didn’t care what people thought 
of him. He lived according to his biblically-driven convictions. When public 
opinion was glowing, it didn’t inflate his ego; when people criticized him, he 
shrugged it off. He was fully himself, and fully sold-out to follow Jesus.

Rick would often say, “You can’t live for the applause.” In the middle 
of that sentence, he’d start slowly and mockingly clapping his hands. Rick 
knew something important about following Jesus; sometimes, when we seek 
approval from people (even Christians!), we will find ourselves falling away 
from God’s will.

As he prepared to end his letter to the Galatians, Paul directly confronted 
some false teachers who had been pointing them in the wrong direction. First 
of all, these teachers had been instructing Christians that they must become 
circumcised as part of their faithfulness to Christ (6:12–13). Paul participat-
ed in the Jerusalem meeting where the Apostles decided Gentiles did not 
need to be circumcised in order to be saved (Acts 15). Paul had already told 
the Galatians multiple times that in Christ they are not under the Jewish Law 
of the Old Testament. But these teachers would bind them back to the Law 
for personal gain.

This is where I think Paul’s words intersect with Rick’s, and where we 
have the most to learn. Paul said these false teachers have two motivations: 
they want to avoid persecution (6:12) and they want to boast about their re-
ligious righteousness (6:13). They are trying to “impress people” (6:12).

Here’s the lesson for us: Church isn’t a beauty pageant. It’s not our job 
to impress people. Sometimes, even in church, doing the right thing will get 
us criticized. Sometimes it won’t make us “look good.” But we are called to 
proclaim the truth and do good, even if it’s not popular.

Sometimes we need to stand up to false teaching or practice in our own 
church, and that can bring an avalanche of criticism we’d rather not face. 
While criticism isn’t the same as the persecution Paul experienced in the first 
century, it can still prevent us from doing what God calls us to do.
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Martin Luther King Jr.1

One of the most famous Baptists is Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968). During 

his lifetime, many white Christians in the American South did not blink at the 

fact that black people didn’t have the same rights as white people. In fact, 

many white Christians endorsed the racist systems in place.

As a black man, King met significant resistance from white church lead-

ers during his activism. He wrote, “I have been disappointed with the white 

church and its leadership … I do not say that as one of those negative critics 

who can always find something wrong with the church. I say it as a minister 

of the gospel who loves the church.”2

Yet despite the resistance from those in churches, King stood up for what was 

right, until he was martyred for it. The persecution, up to death, didn’t stop 

him from doing the good works God called him to do.

May his legacy of good works inspire us to live for God’s approval and not 

others’ approval.

More often, I think we tend to live for the applause. We accept our con-
gregation’s traditions at face value because we’d rather not cause trouble. We 
work within broken or ineffective church systems because “that’s how it’s 
always been.”

Many of us, like these false teachers, also put way too much value in how 
“religious” we are. Maybe you serve on the worship team at your church, and 
being on stage makes you feel significant. Maybe you’ve led a youth Bible 
study for 15 years, and your consistent service gives you a feeling you’re more 
important than other church members. Perhaps you get together with church 
friends and complain about how your pastor “doesn’t get it,” and if you were 
in charge, you’d surely handle that situation better.

Church should be the space where we encounter a perfect God and are 
brought to our knees in humility. But often, our church involvement leads 
to boasting in our ability to follow the rules or check the right boxes. May 
we repent of this. In our effort to “look good” in church, we might be miss-
ing what God is trying to do. May we seek God’s will with open hearts and 
working hands, ready to do the good works God shows us. Oftentimes, those 
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good works don’t make us look good—they’re behind-the-scenes, thankless, 
or even controversial.

Jesus calls us to invite, welcome, and love sinners. After all, that is what 
He did. But if we choose to participate in that calling, some very religious 
Christians in church might criticize you. They might accuse you of sin, even if 
you know you haven’t sinned. But following Jesus includes loving people who 
Christians have marginalized.

Don’t Look Good, Do Good

God calls us to do good rather than look good. Pray this prayer in your quiet 

time this week to help you focus on doing the good works God created you 

for (Ephesians 2:10) instead of what others think of you.

“God, thank you for creating me to do good in the world. May I do good today, 

regardless of how it makes me look. Help me find satisfaction in your love and 

not in others’ approval. It is not about me; it is about You. Amen.”

If we spend all our time obsessed over “how we look” in church, or who 
we’re impressing, or our own importance, we will miss what God is doing 
in the world around us. Jesus assured us that following Him will require 
cross-carrying (Luke 9:23), and sometimes that includes friendly-fire at 
church. But Paul would remind us that it’s not our job to impress people, 
and in fact, impressing people works against our calling. It’s our job to follow 
where the Spirit leads as God shapes us into the people we were created to be.

A Countercultural Church (6:14–15)

Paul said the only source of “boasting” for the Christian is in the cross of Je-
sus Christ (6:14). Our greatest accomplishments and successes do not mea-
sure up to the power and achievement of the cross. We know as Christians 
that without the work of Jesus at the cross, we would be dead in our sin 
(Ephesians 2:1).

But Paul reminded us that for the Christian, “the world” has been cru-
cified with Christ (6:14). Our values as Christians will always be dissonant 
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with the world’s values. We are a “new creation” (6:15) in Christ and as God 
gardens the Fruit of the Spirit in our hearts (5:22–23), we change and take 
on the values of Jesus.

We are called to be countercultural. But Paul has said many times 
throughout the letter that our counter culturalism isn’t militant, violent, or 
abrasive. The most worldly thing we could do is step into the muck of social 
media hate-rants and “others”-fearing echo-chambers. No, we are called to be 
countercultural in how we love others, leading with invitation and empathy. 
We are called to be countercultural in how we prioritize good works and go 
the extra mile to serve our neighbors.

In fact, boasting in the cross is one of the best ways we become counter-
cultural. Christians can quickly become consumed by “winning” arguments 
or fighting culture wars. But the ultimate victory over sin happened in a 
“loss.” Jesus did not defend Himself before Pontius Pilate, but He did allow 
a murderer to go free in His place. Jesus didn’t overthrow the pagan Roman 
empire; He chose to be executed on a Roman cross.

The best way to show God’s love to the world is to serve instead of fight. 
To take up a towel and water basin and wash feet rather than take a sword 
into battle. It does not make sense to the world. Frankly, it does not make 
sense to lots of church people. It is radically countercultural. But it’s the way 
of Jesus.

We Are Part of the Family (6:16)

When God established a covenant with Abraham, the promise was that Abra-
ham’s descendants would be “a great nation” and that “all peoples on earth 
will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:1–3).

The Old Testament tells the story of how God fulfilled the promise 
through the nation of Israel. And while Israel certainly became “a great na-
tion,” throughout the Old Testament Israel failed to be a blessing to “all peo-
ple.”

Jesus, Israel’s Messiah, now welcomes each of His followers into the 
“peace and mercy” (6:16) of God. The promise God made with Abraham now 
includes all who follow Jesus. New creation people become new Israel.
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We are part of the family. And as such, God still invites us into that 
work—the work of being a blessing to “all people.”

All means all, right? Every single person. Even “those people.” We are 
called to bless them.

Paul’s Legacy (6:17–18)

One of the things I frequently tell my students is, “Good leaders won’t ask 
you to do anything they aren’t willing to do themselves.”

We can observe this principle, first of all, with Jesus. Jesus asks us to 
bear a cross (Luke 9:23), and He literally bore a cross. Jesus asks us to pray for 
our enemies, and He prayed over the men who crucified Him (Luke 23:34). 
We could do this with every command; Jesus never asks us to do something 
He did not model in His own life.

Paul, too, led by example. He didn’t invite the Galatians to do anything 
he hadn’t done himself. Paul asked us not to make church a beauty pageant, 
and in verse 11 he made fun of his own sloppy handwriting because he didn’t 
care what people thought of him. He asked us not to make decisions simply 
to avoid persecution or criticism, and in verse 17 he reminded us that he had 
scars and wounds on his body from the literal beatings he took at the hands 
of those who persecuted him for his faith.

Yet despite the pain he had endured, Paul concluded his letter to the 
churches in Galatia with a kind and gentle benediction of grace for the indi-
vidual Christians in the congregation (6:18). He knows the grace of God isn’t 
only what saves us from sin, but what sustains us through the ups and downs 
of life.

I’ve studied the Bible with people who perceive Paul as mean, prideful, 
or painfully obtuse. I understand why people read Paul that way, but this 
passage reminds me that Paul loved people deeply. He cared well for this con-
gregation.

In a world where it is easy to be fake, Paul was real. He said what he 
thought, and he lived the Christian life to back it up. His faithfulness to Je-
sus cost him his former life as a Pharisee, and then led to physical pain and 
hardship. But he continued in good works until the day he finally died for his 
faith.
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Paul would be the first to tell you that he wasn’t perfect (1 Timothy 1:15), 
that he was a sinner in the same boat as all of us. But he gave his entire life to 
the advancement of the Gospel and the service of the church. That’s a power-
ful legacy, and one that should inspire us to do the same.

Implications and Actions

We have a mandate to love and bless all people, regardless of how it might 
hurt our reputation. But take heart—God created you to do good works and 
will equip you to overcome any obstacles that may come along the way. Stay 
true to the path. Our good works and love of others are how we see Christ’s 
Kingdom “on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10) come to fruition.

Questions

1.	Do you know people who “look good” in church but are total jerks 
outside of church? How does that affect their Gospel witness in the 
world?

2.	What are some ways you struggle with wanting to look good for 
other Christians instead of doing good in the world?

3.	How can we be countercultural in the ways we engage the world 
with the Gospel? How have Christians in your context been too 
worldly in their approach?
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4.	Why is it significant that in Christ we are part of Israel’s blessing, 
and called to bless “all people” in Jesus’ name?

5.	How does Paul’s legacy of love and service inspire us? What have 
you learned from his life that you can apply to your own?
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ENDNOTES

1�Carson, C. and Lewis, David L. “Martin Luther King, Jr.” Encyclopedia Britannica, March 5, 

2023. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Martin-Luther-King-Jr.

2Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (Birmingham, AL, 1963).
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Grace That Is Still Amazing
“I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live 
in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 
2:20, NIV).

Father,

I come into Your Holy presence and humbly bow my heart in reverence before You, the 
Lord God Almighty. I praise You for Your everlasting love, Your new mercies each day, 
and Your unending faithfulness. Thank you, Lord, that I experience Your rich grace in all 
the ordinary moments of my life as I walk with You growing in spiritual maturity and 
trusting You through life’s ups and downs.

Lord, my heart is overwhelmed with gratitude when I consider the magnitude and 
intensity of Your great love and mercy for me. I am grateful You did not abandon me in 
my sin, but by Your amazing grace You pursued me, came near to me, and touched my 
heart showing me a better way, the way to salvation. You gave Your only Son, Jesus, who 
paid the full price for my sin to reconcile me to You. When I put my faith in Jesus and 
committed my life to Him, You declared me righteous in Your sight through Jesus. I am 
in right standing with You and can call You Abba Father. “This is love: not that we loved 
God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 
4:10, NIV).

I am thankful for Your amazing grace, which I did nothing to earn and do not deserve, 
but You freely lavished on me. I do not have to worry if I have been good enough or 
worked hard enough to please You, but I can rest securely in Jesus’ atoning work on the 
cross. “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from your-
selves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9, 
NIV). I am thankful the old covenant prepared the way for the glorious and uncondition-
al new, and better covenant that I have through faith in Jesus, who frees me from the 
bondage of sin, and gives me new hope, new desires, and a firm security in knowing I 
have a home with You for all eternity.

Thank You that at my salvation the Holy Spirit came to live in my heart, transforming me 
into Your likeness and giving me the power and the desire to live, think, and act rightly. 
Thank You that day by day, You actively work in my life, convicting me of sin, and helping 
me lose my grip on worldly charms as You lead me to depend on You in all things. Help 
me to remember the things of this world are temporary and do not last into eternity. It is 
my desire to daily die to self and live for Jesus, but it is only through Your strength Lord, 
that I can walk in the Spirit and produce Godly fruit in my life that will last for eternity. 
Help me, Oh God, to surrender myself to You daily and move from self-glory and pride 
into humility and a genuine love and care for others. 

Father, like Paul, my desire is to glory only in the cross of Jesus and walk in dependence 
on Him. Help me to remember when I had nothing to offer You but sin, You gave me 
righteousness, life eternal, abundant life, deep inner joy, and hope for tomorrow. Thank 
You that Your grace is still amazing. You, Oh Lord, not only saved me, but You keep me 
and lead me step by step until one day I will see Jesus face-to-face.

In the strong name of Jesus,

Amen

DLB
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Our Next New Study
(Available to use beginning December 2023)

Kingdom Power
The Sermon on the Mount

A Study of Matthew

Jesus taught us to pray, “Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth 
as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10, NIV). In the middle of the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5–7), Jesus is speaking of Kingdom citizens living empow-
ered lives.

When God gave the Law to Israel, they responded that they heard what 
God was saying and were determined to obey (Deuteronomy 5:27). God re-
sponded, “Oh that they had such a heart in them” (Deuteronomy 5:29, AMP). 
The life Jesus described is one that requires a new nature, a law of the heart, 
one that exceeds even the morality of rule-keeping of the scribes and Phari-
sees (Matthew 5:20).

The Sermon on the Mount is not an inspirational speech motivating us to 
be the best we can be, a descriptive narrative for exceptional times or leaders, 
nor a blueprint for moral action. Jesus tells of a life of grace that requires 
transformational power to those being re-created into Kingdom citizens re-
flecting the light of Christ’s righteousness to a world living in darkness.  

Lesson 1	 The Be-Attitudes	 Matthew 5:1–12

Lesson 2	 Isolation of Impact	 Matthew 5:13–16

Lesson 3	 Nip It in the Bud!	 Matthew 5:17–32

Lesson 4	 Blessed Are the Peacemakers	 Matthew 5:33–48

Lesson 5	 Have You Noticed My Humility?	 Matthew 6:1–8, 16–18

Lesson 6	 Praying Like Jesus 	 Matthew 6:9–15 
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Lesson 7	 God or Wealth?	 Matthew 6:19–24

Lesson 8	 Trust or Anxiety?	 Matthew 6:25–34

Lesson 9	 Before You Judge	 Matthew 7:1–6, 12

Lesson 10	 Prayer Power	 Matthew 7:7–11

Lesson 11	 The Path That Leads to Life	 Matthew 7:13–14

Lesson 12	 Don’t Be Fooled	 Matthew 7:15–23

Lesson 13	 Surviving the Storms	 Matthew 7:24–29 

Christmas	 Hope Has Come	 John 1:1–14
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HOW TO ORDER  
More Bible Study Materials
It’s easy! Just fill in the following information. For additional Bible study materials available in print or digital for-
mats see www.gc2press.org, or get a catalog of available print materials by calling 1-866-249-1799 or e-mailing 
gc2press@texasbaptists.org. 

Title of item	 Price	 Quantity	 Cost

This Issue

A Cry for Freedom (Galatians)—Study Guide (GC2001363)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

A Cry for Freedom (Galatians)—Large Print Study Guide (GC2001364)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

A Cry for Freedom (Galatians)—Teaching Guide (GC2001365)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Additional Issues Available:

Thematic Studies

Heaven and Angels—Study Guide (GC2001358)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Heaven and Angels—Large Print Study Guide (GC2001359)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Heaven and Angels—Teaching Guide (GC2001360)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Living in the Spirit—Study Guide (BWP001297)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Living in the Spirit—Large Print Study Guide (BWP001298)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Living in the Spirit—Teaching Guide (BWP001299)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Pillars (The Ten Commandments)—Study Guide (BWP001277) 	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Pillars (The Ten Commandments)—Large Print Study Guide (BWP001278)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Pillars (The Ten Commandments)—Teaching Guide (BWP001279)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Old Testament

How Great Is Our God—Study Guide (GC2001355)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

How Great Is Our God—Large Print Study Guide (GC2001356)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

How Great Is Our God—Teaching Guide (GC2001357)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Conquerors (Judges)—Study Guide (BWP001317)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Conquerors (Judges)—Large Print Study Guide (BWP001318)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Conquerors (Judges)—Teaching Guide (BWP001319)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Praise Him in the Storm (Job)—Study Guide (GC2001333) 	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Praise Him in the Storm (Job)—Large Print Study Guide (GC2001334) 	  $6.00 	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Praise Him in the Storm (Job)—Teaching Guide (GC2001335) 	  $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

New Testament

The reMARKable Journey Begins—Study Guide (BWP001302)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The reMARKable Journey Begins—Large Print Study Guide (BWP001303)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The reMARKable Journey Begins—Teaching Guide (BWP001304)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Jesus Storyteller (Luke)—Study Guide (GC2001327)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Jesus Storyteller (Luke)—Teaching Guide (GC2001329)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Beauty of Restoration (John)—Study Guide (BWP001350)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Beauty of Restoration (John)—Large Print Study Guide (BWP001351)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Beauty of Restoration (John)—Teaching Guide (BWP001352)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________
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Pure Joy (Philippians)—Study Guide (BWP001302)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Pure Joy (Philippians)—Teaching Guide (BWP001304)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Making of Authentic Faith (James)—Study Guide (GC2001322)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Making of Authentic Faith (James)—Large Print Study Guide (GC2001323)	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________

The Making of Authentic Faith (James)—Teaching Guide (GC2001324)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Coming for use beginning December 2023	  

Kingdom Power (Matthew—Sermon on the Mount)—Study Guide (GC2001368)	 $5.75	 _ __________ 	 _____________

Kingdom Power (Matthew—Sermon on the Mount)—Large Print Study Guide	 $6.00	 _ __________ 	 _____________
 (GC2001369)

Kingdom Power (Matthew—Sermon on the Mount)—Teaching Guide (GC2001370)	 $6.50	 _ __________ 	 _____________

***NEW STUDENT LESSONS***

NEW!  Introducing digital download lessons for  Students (Ages 11-18)  from Life Bible Study 
(IronStreamMedia.com). These lessons serve as a companion piece for the latest Connect 360 Adult Bible Study. 
You can order these at: https://shop.ironstreammedia.com/bible-study-curriculum/students/gc2-press/. 

PLEASE NOTE

In addition to these Bible studies, which are available in both print and digital formats, we have several studies 
available in a digital-only format. See www.gc2press.org for a complete listing of these studies.

CALL your order toll-free: 1-866-249-1799  
(Monday—Thursday 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m. central time 

Friday 8:30 a.m.–12:00 noon central time).

OR, E-MAIL your order to: gc2press@texasbaptists.org.

OR, ORDER ONLINE at www.gc2press.org.

We look forward to receiving your order! Thank you!








