TEXT: Galatians 1:1-5PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Galatians #1: The Greeting


I can think of no better way to start the new year than by exalting the grace of God.  There is no better place to start exalting that grace than Paul's Epistle to the churches of Galatia.  With the Lord's blessing, we will study this part of God's Word in the usual way, thought-by-thought.  The first thought is contained in vv.1-5.  Commentators call it "the salutation"; I prefer the more modern "greeting".  It begins by introducing the author; it goes on to identify the first readers; a blessing is pronounced; a doxology brings it to a close.  Let's look at each in turn.


The author, v.1.  "Paul, an apostle (not from men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised Him from the dead), and all the brethren who are with me..."  


"Paul" is the writer.  Unlike his other letters, this one he wrote by hand (see 6:11).  Why?  Perhaps to insure its authenticity.  His penmanship was so poor--so distinctively poor--that no one could forge it.  The truth of this writing depends on who wrote it.  Paul leaves no doubt.  


Paul is "an apostle".  The word means "one sent by another".  He is a messenger or a spokesman.  The content of this letter is not Paul's opinion; its source is not his mind.  Whose word is it?  In the New Testament, apostles are unique agents of Jesus Christ.  They speak for Him.  When He was among us, He spoke for Himself.  But when He ascended to heaven, He used the Apostles to communicate His word.  They did it--not just faithfully--but infallibly.  He promised they would do so: "These things I have spoken to you while being present with you.  But the Comforter, the Holy Spirit, Whom the Father will send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all things that I said to you", John 14:25-26.  


How did Paul become an apostle?  He makes it clear.  Negatively, his office was: "(not from men nor through man)".  Because Paul was not among "the Twelve", some denied he was an apostle at all; others admitted he was, but in a secondary sense.  He says otherwise.  It was "not from men".  This means that no body of men called him to it or authorized him for it.  The Apostolate is no elective office.  Neither was it "through man".  Timothy's authority came "through" Paul.  But Paul's came "through" nobody.  He met James, John, and Peter.  But--he tells us--"they added nothing to me".  He wasn't an Apostle because these "pillars" of the church said so.  


Positively, he (is) "an apostle...through Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised Him from the dead."  He was made an Apostle by our Lord personally.   It was not Paul's choice, Peter's choice, the elders' choice, the church's choice, but Messiah's choice.  "He is a chosen vessel of mine to bear My name before the Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel".  And who approved of the Lord's choice?  "God the Father who raised Him from dead".  Our Savior said, "I do always those things that please Him".  And one of those "things" was "putting (Paul) into the ministry".


With Paul are some believers whom he calls "the brethren".  Paul felt a deep affection for them--and a proper respect.  Were they Apostles?  No.  They were not Paul's equals in office or gifts or maturity, but he still thought highly of them.  Unlike some men who hold lesser offices, Paul didn't patronize other Christians, but "esteemed them very highly in love".  "The brethren who are with (Paul)" don't add to the letter, but they do send their greeting.  


And so: Galatians was written by Paul.  Not as a private Christian, relating personal beliefs, but as an infallible spokesman for the Lord.  Whoever hears Paul hears Christ; whoever hears Christ hears the One who sent Him.   


The first readers, v.2b.  "To the churches of Galatia".  Where is Galatia?  In Asia Minor or Turkey.  How did the churches get there?  Through the work of Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary tour.  Its leading cities were Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe.  In each, assemblies were gathered of believing Jews and Gentiles.  But it wasn't all smooth sailing.  Fierce winds of persecution blew; the Jews, envious of Paul's success, incited violent mobs against him.  In Lystra he was stoned and left for dead.  But "the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed".


For a time.  Then something happened.  The churches came under the influence of false teaching.  What was it?  Legalism.  At this point, we must be careful.  There are many legalisms, ranging from a crude "justification by works" to varieties much more subtle.  I think Scott McKnight is on to something.  He writes:


"Legalism, according to Galatians, was a religious system that combined Christianity with Mosaism in a way that demanded total commitment to Israel's law as the climax of one's conversion to Christ.  This `deeper commitment to the law', according to Paul, was a subversion of the adequacy of Christ's work and an abandonment of the Holy Spirit as God's way of guiding Christian ethics.  In other words, the legalism of the Judaizers is more than a problem: it has become a new message, a different Gospel...


"The Judaizers saw their message as Jesus Christ plus Moses, not just Moses, not just Jesus Christ.  It is like telling a new convert ...that he must also become a Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian, etc., before the conversion process is truly complete and acceptable to God.  When this sort of thing takes place, the message itself is changed; it is no longer `surrender to Christ', but `join our group'.  The focus of salvation shifts from Christ to movement".


The Galatians, therefore, were in grave danger of losing Christ.   Not because they took anything away from His work.  But because they added something to it.


The blessing, vv.3-4.  "Grace to you and peace for God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave Himself for our sins, that He might deliver us from this present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father..."


Paul is upset with the Galatians, utterly amazed at their folly.  But he's not bitter, short-tempered, or cranky.  He wishes them a blessing no less full or sincere than the ones he sends to Timothy, Titus, or some other dearly loved one.  He wishes them "grace"--God's favor and "peace"--the enjoyment thereof.  Nor does he bring their faith into doubt.  He writes of "our Lord Jesus Christ"--theirs no less than his.  He assumes they are objects of the Lord's saving work.  "...who gave Himself for our sins, that He might deliver us from this present evil age, according to the will of our God and Father".  Christ died for them.  


"Bearing shame and scoffing rude,


In my place condemned He stood".


His death would be sufficient to "deliver us from the present evil age".  This world is under the judgment of God.  But the Lord's people aren't.  Christ came to "redeem us from all iniquity and to purify for Himself a peculiar people, zealous for good works".  


The Father is no idle spectator at the event.  It is He who stands behind it--willing it to be done.  It is He who "commended His love toward us".  It is He who "spared not His Son but delivered Him up for us all".


This brings us to the proper climax, v.5.  "To whom be glory forever and ever.  Amen".  Although Paul is quite disturbed, he has not forgotten to think of--or to bless--"our God and Father".  


What does the blessing teach us?  This: We may be upset with our fellow Christians--even angry with them.  But we must never allow our agitation to subdue our love for them.  Never has Paul been more furious; never has he unleashed such verbal thunderbolts.  But--before he writes one word to the brethren--he assures them of his love.    


This is no formality, a way of softening them up.  He wishes them the same favor at the end--"the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit".  In between, he recalls their love for him: "My first trial which was in the flesh you did not despise or reject, but you received me as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus".  He reminds them of his love for them: "My little children, for whom I labor in birth again until Christ is formed in you..."


Let us follow his example.  "Speak the truth in love".  May God enable us, for Christ's sake.  Amen.

