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Advocates of the Southern Galatian Theory, arguing for a much earlier date of 
Galatians, suggest that Paul wrote Galatians from Syrian Antioch after the events described 
in Acts 14. This would place some kind of a time gap (perhaps a few years) between the end 
of Acts 14 and the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15. 

In our analysis of Galatians, we will assume that the Southern Galatian Theory 
has accurately determined Paul’s location of composition as Syrian Antioch. 

 
WHAT IS THE THEOLOGICAL MESSAGE OF GALATIANS? 

Paul’s letter to the Galatians can be difficult to examine because Paul’s emotions are 
deeply embroiled throughout its words. We can be certain that Paul had personally known 
and that he worked diligently among his Galatian audience. It is not surprising given the 
time and effort he invested in them that he was greatly disturbed at their spiritual course of 
action. 

The common assertion among examiners is that Galatians was written to counter the 
polemics of a group commonly called the Judaizers. It is widely believed that these were 
Jewish Believers in Yeshua who insisted that observance of the Mosaic Law should be added 
to faith in Yeshua (cf. Acts 15:1). These Judaizers swayed a great deal of influence over the 
young Galatian Believers, and argued that Paul was not an authentic apostle. Paul was very 
distraught over this, as the Galatians had once received him and his message warmly (4:12-
15). Paul tells the Galatians that to be circumcised would take them down a very dangerous 
path. 

While these are common threads seen throughout most examinations of Galatians, 
more contemporary opinions—particularly those engaged with First Century Judaism and 
its different sects and contours—are causing examiners to consider more factors regarding 
Paul’s letter. What, for example, is the “circumcision” that Paul warned the Galatians 
about—in his own handwriting no less (6:15)? Is it just a warning against a medical 
procedure? What has the power of Yeshua and His saving gospel changed? Mark D. Nanos 
suggests, “The good news of Christ claims to challenge the traditional interpretation’s 
limiting of righteous identity to Israelites and thus to inclusion of representatives of the 
other nations only by way of proselyte conversion.”30 So today, many have to consider the 
possibility that “circumcision” is more a nomenclature for “ritual proselyte conversion.” 

The overall religious environment of Galatia is something that not many interpreters 
have considered, not just as it concerns Ancient Judaism, but also the Roman Imperial cult. 
The Imperial cult of the Roman emperor was prominent throughout the province of Ancient 
Galatia, and may have provided an external social impetus for the non-Jewish Galatians to 
want to convert to Judaism, undergoing circumcision. Witherington points out the 
possibility, “alternatively [non-Jewish] Christians could ‘Judaize,’ practicing circumcision 

 
30 Nanos, 7. 
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and the like so that it would appear clear that Christians were Jews, and thus there would be 
no social pressure or persecution if they did not participate in the Imperial Cult.”31 

Christian commentators generally have taken a more reasonable position toward the 
issue of circumcision in Galatians when compared to many of your average ministers and 
lay readers. While Paul condemns the rite of circumcision as a means for Believers to be 
considered a part of the faith community, he nevertheless did have Timothy circumcised 
(Acts 16:3). Whereas the new, non-Jewish Believers in Galatia were told by false teachers 
that if they did not go through ritual circumcision, they were not to be accepted as members 
of God’s covenant people, Timothy was a slightly different story, already being half-Jewish. 
Bruce fairly summarizes, “What disturbed [Paul] was the enforcement or acceptance of 
circumcision as a legal obligation, as though it were essential to salvation or to membership 
in the community of the people of God. There is nothing inconsistent with Paul’s principles 
in his circumcision of Timothy, as a matter of expediency.”32 Timothy, as one who would be 
recognized as Jewish, need not place an unnecessary obstacle in front of Jewish non-
Believers whom he and Paul would try to evangelize. 

Of course, while we may find some of the more modern views of Galatians friendlier 
toward the Torah and Judaism, this does not mean that anyone examining opinions of the 
text will not have to wade through centuries of pessimism—and an embedded pessimism at 
that. How does one work with assertions that Galatians is “the abiding monument of the 
liberation of Christianity from the trammels of legalism” (NIDB)?33 How does one work with 
definitions of concepts such as “freedom,” “liberty,” or “bondage” that at best are 
incomplete—and at worst are disoriented and lack a fully Biblical perspective? The 
responsible examiner of Galatians admittedly has challenges because he or she has to work 
beyond some inaccurate views of Paul’s letter that are taught in Sunday school, but may not 
be present in more technical and engaged resources. 

Furthermore, the text of Galatians itself is rough compared to some of Paul’s other 
letters. Is this only one account of Paul’s emotions toward people whom he knows 
personally—or is there more we must consider? As one of the earliest Apostolic documents, 
it is probably safe to say that Galatians does not represent all of Paul’s thoughts regarding 
the inclusion of non-Jews in the mixed Jewish and non-Jewish First Century faith 
community. When interpreting Galatians, interpreting the text by itself without 
consultation of other Pauline writings is ill-advised. Paul may clarify statements in other 
epistles that can be misconstrued on their own in Galatians. 

 
31 Witherington, 44. 
Note that while mentioning this possibility, Witherington does not consider it a major factor. He later 

comments, “we will see reasons in [my] commentary to doubt that the Imperial Cult is the ultimate reason for 
the agitators’ pressure on the Galatians” (pp 44-45). 

32 Bruce, Galatians, 27. 
33 Hiebert, “Galatians,” in NIDB, 366. 
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Of particular interest to interpreters is the relationship of Paul’s Epistle to the 
Galatians with the later Epistle to the Romans. The issues and circumstances of the Romans 
were very similar to that of the Galatians, only with the non-Jewish members of the Roman 
assembly guilty of “ethnicizing” and overturning the value of their spiritual heritage in 
Judaism, a reverse error compared to “Judaizing.” Romans was written a minimum of seven 
to ten years after Galatians in 56-57 C.E., and Paul had the advantage of not knowing the 
Romans personally in writing to them. Romans represents more carefully constructed 
arguments concerning Jewish and non-Jewish Believers in the Body of Messiah. Victor Paul 
Furnish indicates, “In Gal[atians]…Paul is not as free to develop and comment on [various] 
ideas in his own way as he is in Rom[ans].”34 Betz further describes, 

“The literary genre and composition of Galatians have much in common with Romans. 
Both are apologies; but while Galatians is short and confrontational, representing the 
beginning of a controversy, Romans is conciliatory and greatly expanded, showing an 
advanced stage of debate in which Paul defends his theology as a whole by elaborate 
arguments formulating and even revising positions taken in Galatians” (ABD).35 

The fact that some time had passed between Paul writing the Galatians and the Romans 
should cause an interpreter to consider what may be some “revised positions,” when 
Galatians may possibly appear to leave us an extreme view—or a view that is not as “finely 
elaborated” as it could have been, because of Paul’s different relationships with the two 
groups and their different circumstances. Bruce urges readers of Galatians to be tempered, 
reminding us, “Galatians is the most ‘Pauline’ of all of the Pauline letters—so much so, 
indeed, that those who derive their understanding of Paulism exclusively, or even mainly, 
from this letter are apt to present a lop-sided construction of the apostle’s teaching—to 
become ‘more Pauline than Paul’”36 (emphasis mine). 

In our examination of Galatians, note that some passages will have to be 
amended by further statements that Paul makes in Romans, or in his other letters. 

Bruce’s warning about not making Paul to be “more Paul” than he was is imperative to 
remember, as Galatians has many centuries of gross mishandling, resulting precisely from 
this. The most extreme views of Galatians are easily seen in the views of the Second Century 
heretic Marcion, who gave Galatians a huge degree of significance more than any other of 
the Biblical books. In his mind, Galatians was the text that “freed Christianity from 
Judaism,” and for this reason Galatians was placed first in his Biblical canon. Richard N. 
Longenecker summarizes, 

“As Marcion understood it, Galatians was directed against Judaism and everything 
Jewish. It declares the abolition of the Jewish law and repudiates the Creator God of the 

 
34 Victor Paul Furnish, “Galatians,” in Charles M. Laymon, ed., The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on 

the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 824. 
35 Hans Dieter Betz, “Galatians, Epistle to the,” in David Noel Freedman, ed., Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6 vols. 

(New York: Doubleday, 1992), 2:872. 
36 Bruce, Galatians, 42. 
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Jewish Scriptures, who, according to Marcion, is an entirely other deity than the God whom 
Paul proclaimed.”37 

Marcion was rightfully declared a heretic by the early Church,38 and thanks to the 
many refutations of his proposals the Christian Church has rightfully considered the Tanach 
or Old Testament as the Divine revelation of God. However, some of Marcion’s thoughts are 
no doubt present among various Christians today. All of us, whether Messianic or Christian, 
have run into strands of Marcionism present among either clergy or laity. Some of it is as 
simple as a total disregard for the Hebrew Tanach as standing as valid, or even relevant 
instruction, for Believers. But some of it goes beyond disregarding the Old Testament; some 
of it insinuates that Judaism and God as portrayed in the Hebrew Tanach are evil. Even 
Tertullian, the principal Church apologist, who refuted Marcion and his rejection of the Old 
Testament, still agreed with him that Galatians was “the primary epistle against Judaism.”39 

Fortunately, there are many Christians today who are far more moderate in their 
examination of Galatians and approach to the Hebrew Scriptures. Perhaps they do not see 
the validity of the Torah as continuing Instruction as Messianics see it, but they certainly do 
not denounce the prophetic foreshadowing of the Tanach and the important part it plays in 
God’s revelation. How does this play into Galatians? EDB reports that Galatians is “More 
than a polemic against an attempt to gain one’s righteousness through good works, Paul’s 
teaching on justification in Galatians seeks to integrate Gentiles and Jews without 
compelling the former to adopt a Jewish way of life.”40 This view recognizes that the 
primary thrust of Paul’s epistle is that he says inclusion among God’s people is via faith in 
Yeshua—not a ritual conversion. 

Of course, while many conservative Christians do not discount the Law as a part of 
Gods’ revelation, there are more subtle claims. It is often said that the gospel of salvation has 
replaced the need for the Torah. Is this true? Was it God’s intention to only have the Torah in 
place for a season prior to the cross (cf. 3:23-24)? Is the “law of Christ” (6:2) truly something 
different than the Torah? This is what is often levied against balanced Messianics who 
believe that a return to a Torah foundation is necessary given the state of today’s Church. 
And, it is safe to say that as the condition of Western Christianity becomes more and more 
morally decrepit—many Christians true to Scripture will be forced to reconsider the place 
of the Torah and Tanach in their daily lives. When given the choice between true 
lawlessness and a spiritual foundation in Messiah beginning with the Law, which is one to 
choose? 

 
37 Longenecker, xliii. 
38 For a summary of Marcionism, consult Justo L. González, The Story of Christianity, Vol. 1 (San Francisco: 

Harper Collins, 1984), pp 61-66; Dale T. Irvin and Scott W. Sunquist, History of the World Christian Movement, Vol. 
1 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2001), pp 80-82; David W. Bercot, ed., A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998), pp 419-422. 

39 Bruce, Galatians, 2. 
40 Frank J. Matera, “Galatians, Letter to the,” in EDB, 478. 
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The biggest issues that stand in front of Christian interpreters of Galatians today are 
some of the proposals of the New Perspective of Paul (NPP), having arisen in the past twenty 
to thirty years—and just now filtering down to laypersons. The NPP largely advocates that 
First Century Judaism was nowhere near as legalistic as is commonly perceived. Dunn 
indicates that the most significant shift for one’s perception of a text like Galatians is that 
“Since Paul’s teaching on justification by faith seems to speak so directly to Luther’s 
subjective wrestlings, it was a natural corollary to see Paul’s opponents in terms of the 
unreformed Catholicism which opposed Luther, with first-century Judaism read through 
the ‘grid’ of the early sixteenth-century Catholic system of merit.”41 A passage that does 
need some serious reorientation from a strictly Lutheran angle is Galatians 2:16: 

“[We] know that a man is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus 
Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ, and 
not by works of the law, because by works of the law shall no one be justified” (RSV). 

This verse insists that “works of the law”—some kind of human action—is not 
sufficient to be justified. But contrary to some views, Paul is not speaking against having 
good works or obeying God’s Law. Rather, justification comes about by having faith in the 
Messiah. “Works of the law” (Grk. ergōn nomou) likely concerns a subset of general “works,” 
and were the prevailing identity markers or halachic orthopraxy of various sectors and 
cliques within First Century Judaism (4QMMT); here the sector that was influencing the 
non-Jewish Galatians highly emphasized its ritual proselyte circumcision. Paul’s 
proposition was that being made righteous did not come about by how the Torah was 
applied and followed by people. 

The difficult and most serious proposition from the NPP that evangelical Protestants 
have to consider is that “justification” is more than just personally being “declared righteous.” 
While being reconciled with God surely comes about via faith in His Son—resulting in 
personal justification—what of the corporate relationship of Believers to one another? 
When Paul wrote Galatians, he wrote it against a Jewish backdrop where eternal life was 
assumed because one was born Jewish. As Hegg puts it, “the prevailing view of the 
Sages…had been so deeply ingrained in the theology of the day that it was unthinkable for 
some that Gentiles should be admitted into the covenant community without becoming 
proselytes.”42 The sort of Western (particularly North American), one-on-one relationship 
with God—without any connection to other Believers—that we see prevail in much of 
Protestantism today, was foreign to the Jewish worldview of the First Century. While faith 
in Yeshua first brought one legal justification and forgiveness of sins, it secondly brought one 
into a community that was to service God’s mission in the world. 

It is true that there are a few legitimate critiques of the NPP. Some think that NPP 
advocates too overcompensate for Christian anti-Semitism in texts such as Galatians, and 

 
41 James D.G. Dunn, Jesus, Paul and the Law: Studies in Mark and Galatians (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John 

Knox, 1990), 185. 
42 Hegg, Galatians, 5. 
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while recognizing that Judaism was not officially a “works righteousness” religion like 
Medieval Catholicism, believe that the NPP skews the human element of (limited) people 
trying to earn God’s favor aside from the official doctrine or theology of a movement. 
Certainly as we approach Galatians, we will have to be informed from the NPP, but will 
attempt to balance its proposals with the fact that human beings will often make mistakes in 
spite of the established discipline. 

 
HOW DOES GALATIANS RELATE 
TO MESSIANIC BELIEVERS TODAY? 

Messianic Believers today, at one point or another in their experience, have had to 
encounter refutations of their beliefs from the Epistle to the Galatians. How accurate the 
refutations from Galatians are delivered, and likewise how engaged a defense might be, are 
matters of great importance. If indeed the emerging Messianic movement is leading people 
back to a style of faith practiced by the first Believers in Yeshua, we should be able to 
constructively engage with our evangelical Christian brothers and sisters, who see Galatians 
from another vantage point. 

Many Christians use Galatians to say that obedience to the Torah is an abandonment of 
salvation by faith. But is this truly the case? How must we particularize the circumstances 
in Galatia to more adequately understand Paul’s words, “You have been severed from 
Messiah, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace” (5:4)? Is 
Paul condemning obedience to God, or is he condemning those who would seek legal 
justification—some sort of forgiveness from sins—via the Torah? 

Likewise, when we see the phrase ergōn nomou or “works of law” (2:16; 3:2, 5, 10) 
throughout the Greek text43 is this to be understood as obedience to the Torah of Moses, or is 
it a particular category of “works” related to the Torah? Note that Paul is never against the 
fact that God has made Believers in Yeshua to perform good works: “For we are His 
workmanship, created in Messiah Yeshua for good works, which God prepared beforehand 
so that we would walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10). Recent studies in Ancient Judaism, 
however, have shown that ergōn nomou is likely Paul’s Greek equivalent of ma’asei haTorah, 
employed by the Qumran community relating to their distinct halachah (4QMMT). So, when 
Paul warns people about seeking justification via “works of the Law” in some specific places, 
he is not so much talking about people obeying the Torah to earn salvation (even though 
Ephesians 2:8 plainly indicates that salvation comes by God’s grace), but more about 

 
43 Note that while ergōn nomou is accurately translated as “works of the law” or “works of law” in most 

English versions, the NEB extrapolates it as “doing what the law demands,” and the NIV has “observing the law.” 
David H. Stern’s Complete Jewish Bible likewise uses the even more subjective “legalistic observance of Torah 
commands.” 
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following particular sectarian requirements for covenant membership and inclusion among 
God’s chosen people. This is the very issue at stake in Galatians.44 

When Paul warns the Galatians against a “different gospel” (1:6) going around, and that 
“if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to 
you, let him be eternally condemned” (1:8, NIV), is this really a warning against obeying 
God’s commandments in the Torah? Is not obedience to the Lord to be a critical part of a 
Believer growing in the faith? Perhaps the common Christian view of these statements is 
more influenced by the Christian Zeitgeist (Ger. “spirit of the times”) of doing as little or as 
minimal as needed in one’s faith, versus committed growth and steady maturation—which 
includes greater obedience. Furthermore, many have failed to consider the ancient 
backdrop against which Paul issues these warnings—involving the impure motives of those 
influencing the Galatians. 

Much of one’s examination and study of Galatians today is going to be against a modern 
backdrop that has largely dismissed the Torah as relevant guidelines for God’s people. 
Surely, when someone such as Maxie D. Dunnam says, “Galatians is the Magna Carta of 
evangelical Christianity. It is Paul’s great declaration of religious freedom—a freedom that 
involves independence from men and dependence on God,”45 he is not someone who would 
advocate that God has no standard of righteousness that human beings are to live by. 
However, the independence that Galatians teaches is not an independence from God’s 
Law—especially as it was followed by Yeshua the Messiah (6:2)—but an independence from 
those who would manipulate it for their own ends. 

In his article “Two Thousand Years of Christianity Cannot be Wrong!” Hegg points out 
something very important that any person must weigh in his or her examination of 
Galatians. He says, “though one can find plenty of disparaging remarks about the so-called 
‘ceremonial’ aspects of the Torah in historic Christian writings, it is only in modern times 
that Christianity has taught the total abandonment of the Torah. When we read the older 
confessions of faith produced by the Christian Church, we find much praise for the ‘law of 
God,’ language most contemporary Christians would find unsettling.”46 He proceeds to 
quote from the Westminster Confession of 1646, which is supposed to include some of the 
key guiding principles for Reformed theology today: 

“The moral law doth for ever bind all, as well justified persons as others, to the 
obedience thereof; and that, not only in regard of the matter contained in it, but also in 

 
44 Cf. T.R. Schreiner, “Works of the Law,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, pp 975-979; James W. 

Thompson, “Works,” in EDB, 1387; “deeds, works,” in Jacob Neusner and William Scott Green, eds., Dictionary of 
Judaism in the Biblical Period (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 159. 

45 Maxie D. Dunnam, The Preacher’s Commentary: Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, Vol 
31 (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1982), 9. 

46 Tim Hegg. “Two Thousand Years of Christianity Cannot be Wrong!” Torah Resource, n.d. 
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respect of the authority of God, the Creator, who gave it. Neither doth Christ, in the Gospel, 
any way dissolve, but much strengthen this obligation” (19:5).47 

Many similar creeds and views can be found among the Christian theologians and 
teachers of yesteryear. Much of the antagonism that Messianic Believers encounter today 
toward the Torah often comes as a result of a contemporary contempt for God’s Instruction 
that many of the Protestant Reformers would not have adopted.48 This likewise should be 
coupled with the ungodly fruit of higher criticism from the Nineteenth Century, which 
often strips the Torah of having any Mosaic origin and questions the historical accuracy of 
the Old Testament. In this schema, the Tanach becomes little more than “Ancient Israel’s 
camp fire stories,” or worse yet, “Ancient Israel’s mythology.” Those who adopt these kinds 
of views, not surprisingly, do not give a great deal of credence to the Pentateuch in their 
examination of the New Testament. 

Not all Christian examiners—in fact most evangelical ones whom you will encounter—
are higher critics. But how many Christian readers of Galatians are truly engaged with the 
text, versus “bytes” from the text? How many are truly aware of the issue of the inclusion of 
non-Jews in the faith community? 

A major, perhaps unforeseen obstacle, for the Messianic reader and interpreter of 
Galatians, is that there are commentators who feel that prior to the Jerusalem Council of 
Acts 15, at least, the Apostle Paul not only acted independent of Jerusalem’s authority49—but 
actually taught things exactly opposite of the Jerusalem Jewish Believers. Was Paul a “rogue” 
up to this time, or did he just have a different mission with a different focus? Was Paul 
having to be more “creative” in presenting the gospel and establishing faith communities 
among a largely non-Jewish audience among the Greeks and Romans of the Mediterranean? 
Certainly by the time the Jerusalem Council met, there was more cinergy between Paul’s 
primary mission among the nations in the Mediterranean, and the Jerusalem Apostles’ 
primary mission among their fellow Jews in Judea. Any perceived divisions were quickly 
remedied, as both sectors had to acknowledge that the gospel message was expanding 
beyond the borders of Israel and some adaptations had to be made. 

One of the recurring issues in Paul’s letter to the Galatians concerns that of the group 
commonly called the “Judaizers.” Who they were and what they specifically advocated have 
been a matter of much dispute in modern times. It is safe to assume that the Galatian 
opponents of Paul are somehow related to those who made proselyte circumcision and 
Torah observance required prerequisites for salvation, and who had representatives at the 
Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:1). They perverted the simplicity of the gospel by adding 
requirements to it. Translated as “to Judaize” (2:14, YLT), a relatively standard definition of 
the verb Ioudaizō is, “live as bound by Mosaic ordinances or traditions, live in Judean or 

 
47 BibleWorks 7.0: Westminister Standards. MS Windows XP. Norfolk: BibleWorks, LLC, 2006. CD-ROM. 
48 Consult the relevant sections of the author’s book The New Testament Validates Torah. 
49 Cf. Bruce, Galatians, pp 25-26. 
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Jewish fashion” (BDAG).50 The challenge with interpreting or viewing this properly is that 
today, largely because of Jewish-Christian dialogue, a renewed interest in Hebraic studies, 
and examination of the different branches of First Century Judaism that existed in Paul’s 
day, is what “Judaize” meant to Paul. When we consider available data and proposals today 
that earlier Christian theologians did not have, our perceptions of the Judaizers have been 
changing. 

Paul refers to his opponents as those “troubling you” (1:7; 5:10, RSV) or “agitators” 
(5:12, NIV). While the common designation for these people has been “Judaizers”—those 
insisting on non-Jewish conversion—many today consider this to be pejorative and suggest 
a more neutral term such as “teachers.”51 Some of this is undoubtedly because of the misuse 
of the term “Judaizer” throughout Christian history and how the term has been used with 
some anti-Semitic connotations (similar to the misuse of “Pharisee”52). Nanos suggests that 
“Influencers is a label that can cover the various descriptions, including accusations of 
intentions and methods, that Paul explicitly makes throughout the letter. But it is itself 
relatively neutral.”53 Throughout this commentary, we will make usage of the term 
“Influencers” quite frequently, along with related synonyms, even though the more 
common “Judaizers” will be used as well (although kept to a minimum). 

But who were these people, specifically? Were they just some of the more strict 
Pharisees who believed in Yeshua, emphasizing concepts such as seen in Genesis 17:13: “A 
servant who is born in your house or who is bought with your money shall surely be 
circumcised; thus shall My covenant be in your flesh for an everlasting covenant”? Did they 
only advocate circumcision of non-Jewish Believers for inclusion in the covenant 
community—or something more? Did they have honorable or dishonorable motives? These 
factors, and many others, are often those which allude the best of interpreters, either 
Christian or Messianic. 

There are several different proposals offered by theologians as to the exact identity of 
the Judaizers/Influencers, and if they were associated with a fringe sect of the Ancient 
Jewish community. These include: 

1. The Judaizers/Influencers were normative Jewish Believers in Yeshua from 
the party of the Pharisees. 

2. The Judaizers/Influencers were associated with the Zealots. 
3. The Judaizers/Influencers were a fringe offshoot of the Pharisees, 

associated with mystical or proto-Gnostic beliefs. They also included a 
group of non-Jews who had recently undergone conversion. 

 
50 BDAG, 478. 
51 Cf. Nanos, 130; Beverly R. Gaventa, “Galatians,” in James D.G. Dunn and John W. Rogerson, eds., 

Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 1374. 
52 Consult the author’s article “You Want to be a Pharisee” (appearing in Introduction to Things Messianic). 
53 Ibid., 195. 
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4. The Judaizers/Influencers were an outside group of Jews who felt 
threatened by the influx of non-Jews into their communities via the 
evangelism of Paul. 

The two views that most significantly affect Messianic views of Galatians are whether 
the Influencers were associated with Jewish mysticism, or whether they were an outside 
group of Jews who did not believe in Yeshua. A key component in identifying these agitators 
is Paul’s statement, “For those who are circumcised do not even keep the Law themselves, 
but they desire to have you circumcised so that they may boast in your flesh” (6:13). Such 
agitators were not abiding by the very Torah they surely claimed to be upholding. This may 
indicate that the Influencers were not so much well-trained, seasoned Pharisaic Jews; but 
this more likely indicates that the Influencers were relatively young and misguided 
Believers, perhaps a group of Jews, and non-Jews going through or having recently gone 
through proselytization. Most disturbingly, this would have included those affected by 
ideas opposed by the Torah. Their message would not have been so much a message of 
“Yeshua plus the Torah,” but a message of “true inclusion” according their initiation rites 
and practices.54 

In my own evaluation, some mix of the above factors seems most likely, especially 
considering the ease at which the Galatians were led astray. The Judaizers/Influencers may 
have first been a group of young Galatian Believers, having concluded that Paul acted 
without the authority of the Jerusalem Apostles, perhaps because of outsiders from Judea, 
and they took it upon themselves to promote a “more correct” form of the gospel. Turning to 
the local Jewish community available to them, these people concluded or were persuaded 
that Paul’s “justification by faith” was incorrect, and that “justification by 
circumcision/proselytization” was what needed to be implemented. Somehow, this sector of 
new Believers—perhaps led by some non-Jews in their ranks—became infatuated with 
some fringe Jewish ideas. They became overly-zealous of their newfound influence and 
grew quickly into a sector which Paul had to frequently counter. 

It is doubtful with the claims made by Paul’s opponents that they could entirely be made 
up of non-Jews, but it is not required that all of the Judaizers/Influencers had to be Jewish. 
Some of the biggest proponents of a cause are frequently those who are (recently) converted 
to it. Paul himself was one of these people, reporting that it was said, “He who once 
persecuted us is now preaching the faith which he once tried to destroy” (1:23). In an ironic 
way, the Influencers forcefully advocate the one thing that Paul would have insisted upon 
had he not met the Lord: circumcision for inclusion among God’s people. 

The Judaizers/Influencers’ relationship to Yeshua the Messiah, however, is difficult to 
reconstruct. According to Dunn “it is…clear that the ‘troublemakers’ were also Christians 
[meaning, Believers], or at least saw themselves as such,” and had likely “come claiming the 

 
54 Cf. Hegg, Galatians, 9. 
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authorization of respected Christian leaders, such as James of Jerusalem.”55 Longenecker 
suggests, “Probably…they claimed not to be opposing Paul but to be completing his message, 
and so bringing the Galatian Christians to perfection.”56 Perhaps they claimed that Paul was 
not as “enlightened” or as “deep” as they, something that could also support their being 
relatively young in the faith. Likewise, they could have thought that unless all non-Jewish 
Believers undergo circumcision and ritual conversion, they would not have had “success” 
among the Jewish community for evangelism. 

A few commentators today suggest mystical or proto-Gnostic Jewish influences in their 
ideology,57 primarily supported by Paul’s rebuke of the Galatians, “now that you have come 
to know God, or rather to be known by God, how is it that you turn back again to the weak 
and worthless elemental things, to which you desire to be enslaved all over again?” (4:9). 
This proposition, however, suggests that the “days and months and seasons and years” 
(4:10) are not the appointed times of Leviticus 23 mainly, but possibly associations with 
astrology and the occult or things similar to what the non-Jewish Galatians practiced prior 
to receiving the gospel. This would also account for Paul’s puzzling comments “For not even 
the circumcised keep Torah themselves” (6:13, TLV), as such practices would have been 
opposed and condemned by the Law of Moses (Deuteronomy 18:10-14).58 It is notable, 
however, that the view of the Judaizers/Influencers being advocates of some kind of Jewish 
mysticism and/or proto-Gnosticism is not well liked among many interpreters.59 

It is also right to wonder whether or not there were any libertines in Galatia. Paul’s 
words in Galatians 5:13 issue the warning, “you were called to freedom, brethren; only do 
not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one 
another.” Certainly in living out the life that God had intended for them, Paul wanted the 
Galatians to experience the same liberation that he had experienced. There could have been 
challenges with this as Paul’s rebuke of the Judaizers/Influencers could have been 
misconstrued as an argument against the morality and ethics of the Torah. Consequently, 
not enough examinations of Galatians today are often tempered with the latter clause “do 
not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature” (NIV), that which causes one to violate 
God’s commandments. 

When examining Paul’s letter to the Galatians, and more accurately trying to 
reconstruct its background, it is also important that we consider whether or not today’s 
Messianic community faces some of the same issues that it addresses. Would Paul write 
some of the same things to us as he did the Galatians? When Hansen says, “The Galatian 
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believers had been lured into thinking that they could be included in the promised blessing 
of Abraham by keeping the Law of Moses,”60 in a Messianic movement that encourages 
Torah observance—do we ever fall into the same traps? How much of today’s Messianic 
Torah observance is not at all guided by wanting to please the Lord because people are 
growing in their faith—but because people lack assurance in their salvation? 

People who lack the assurance that God has enacted a great spiritual change in their 
lives will do things to spiritually compensate. In the case of many Galatians, circumcision 
via ritual proselyte conversion was the answer. For Paul, this placed a severe obstacle in 
place of the liberating power of the gospel. It is not as though the physical rite of 
circumcision was the problem; the problem was the reason for being circumcised. Paul 
asserts, “The Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the 
gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘ALL THE NATIONS WILL BE BLESSED IN YOU’” (3:8; cf. 
Genesis 12:3), later noting that Abraham was considered righteous “while uncircumcised” 
(Romans 4:10). Entry into God’s covenant community was to be enacted by faith in His 
Messiah. Boice makes the observation, 

“Was the church to open her doors wide to all corners, regardless of their relationship 
to the particularized traditions of Judaism? Were her boundaries to be as wide as the human 
race? Or was she to be only an extension of Judaism to the Gentiles?”61 

The mission of Israel was clearly to be a light to the world and testify of God’s goodness 
(Deuteronomy 4:4-8; Isaiah 42:5-7). The Pharisaical movement took prophecies such as 
Jeremiah 16:19 seriously, and thought it necessary to go out and make converts of the 
nations. Procedures were established so that non-Jews could enter into the community of 
Israel, namely ritual immersion (“baptism”) and circumcision. Yet there were many 
attitudes among the Pharisees toward proselytic circumcision, notably with a strong 
emphasis that it was a practice not to be taken lightly. Is it safe to say that Paul’s 
opponents in Galatia had a more forthright view of circumcision, which was not guarded by 
the pragmatism Paul tended to have on most issues? Was the mission of Israel to go 
“circumcise the world,” or declare to the world the majesty of its God? The important issue 
as seen in Boice’s words above might be as simple, yet as complicated, as recognizing that 
Yeshua does bring true fulfillment to Judaism but most imperatively has come to restore 
the Kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6) and see the redeemed from the nations incorporated into an 
enlarged community of Israel (Isaiah 49:6). 

Paul himself was trained in the Pharisaic School of Hillel (Acts 22:3), known for being 
more lenient and open-minded, when compared to the more conservative and more rigidly 
regarded School of Shammai. Hillel himself, who lived a generation before Yeshua the 
Messiah, is widely known as saying “‘What is hateful to you, to your fellow don’t do.’ That’s the 
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entirety of the Torah; everything else is elaboration. So go, study” (b.Shabbat 31a),62 clearly a 
saying consistent with our Lord’s teachings (Matthew 19:16-19; 22:35-40; Mark 12:28-34; 
Luke 10:25-28). Paul’s emphasis in Galatians is also clear: “For the whole Law is fulfilled in 
one word, in the statement, ‘YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF’” (5:14; cf. Leviticus 
19:18). 

Paul’s view of circumcision in Galatians—where he is against it being forced on the 
non-Jewish Believers—might come as a result of some of the views we see expressed later in 
the Talmud regarding the inclusion of proselytes. Bruce indicates, “In debates with the 
school of Shammai, some members of the school of Hillel maintained that, for Gentiles to 
become proselytes of Judaism, the initiatory baptism was sufficient apart from 
circumcision.”63 The debate in the Talmud records this idea: 

“Our rabbis have taught on Tannaite authority: A proselyte who was circumcised but did 
not immerse—R. Eliezer says, ‘Lo, this one is a valid proselyte. For so we find in the case of 
our fathers that they circumcised themselves but did not immerse.’ If he immersed but did 
not circumcise—R. Joshua says ‘Lo, this one is a proper proselyte, for so we find in the 
case of our mothers that they immersed but did not circumcise.’ And sages say, ‘If he 
immersed but did not circumcise, circumcise but did not immerse, he is no proselyte — 
until he both circumcises himself and immerses’” (b.Yevamot 46a).64 

Bruce does point out the fact that “this is more likely to have been a position defended 
in debate than a matter of practice,”65 but it does possibly play into Paul’s own view of 
circumcision throughout his epistles. For Paul, a far higher priority for the redeemed is 
placed on immersion or baptism than physical circumcision (3:27; Colossians 2:11-12), 
specifically given its clear association with the death, burial, and resurrection of Yeshua 
(Romans 6:3-4). From this point of view, Paul is not some antinomian against the Law of 
Moses, but follows a line of reasoning consistent with thoughts that he may have heard in 
his Rabbinical training in the School of Hillel: water immersion may be significant to 
identify oneself a member of the faith community. This would certainly be a concession 
made in the event that Roman citizens could be executed as traitors should they be 
physically circumcised, as the long standing Rabbinical rule of Pikku’ach Nefesh or Regard 
for Human Life allows for a ritual commandment to be set aside in order for human life to be 
preserved. 

We should never think that all Jews of the First Century C.E. had a rigid view of 
circumcision—unlike what is widely confronted in the Epistle to the Galatians—actually 
placing circumcision status ahead of belief in God. The historian Josephus records a scene of 
a King Izates, ruler of Adiabene, who was converted to Judaism via the teaching of the 
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Jewish merchant Ananias. Izates had first seen how his mother eagerly embraced Judaism, 
and then he followed. He stopped short, though, of undergoing circumcision, as if his 
subjects heard of it, Izates’ life might be in danger. The record indicates that Ananias agreed 
on how undergoing circumcision would be life-threatening, and how God would forgive 
him for this oversight: 

 
And when [Izates] perceived that his mother was highly pleased with the Jewish 
customs, he made haste to change, and to embrace them entirely; and as he supposed 
that he could not be thoroughly a Jew unless he were circumcised, he was ready to 
have it done. But when his mother understood what he was about to do, she 
endeavoured to hinder him from doing it, and said to him that this thing would bring 
him into danger; and that as he was a king, he would thereby bring himself into great 
odium among his subjects, when they should understand that he was so fond of rites 
that were to them strange and foreign; and that they would never bear to be ruled over 
by a Jew. This it was that she said to him, and, for the present, persuaded him to 
forbear. And when he had related what she had said to Ananias, he confirmed what his 
mother had said; and when he had also threatened to leave him, unless he complied 
with him, he went away from him; and said that he was afraid lest such an action being 
once become public to all, he should himself be in danger of punishment for having 
been the occasion of it, and having been the king's instructor in actions that were of ill 
reputation; and he said, that he might worship God without being circumcised, even 
though he did resolve to follow the Jewish law entirely, which worship of God was of a 
superior nature to circumcision. He added, that God would forgive him, though he did 
not perform the operation, while it was omitted out of necessity, and for fear of his 
subjects. So the king at that time complied with these persuasions of Ananias 
(Antiquities of the Jews 20.38-42).66 
 
From the perspective of many First Century Jews, being “circumcised” was much more 

than just a medical procedure as a part of obeying God; it was the sign that a person was an 
ethnic Jew. Outsiders who would become full members of God’s covenant people, had to 
undergo ritual proselyte circumcision. Yet, at least from Josephus’ record of King Izates 
here, there were some people who could be reckoned as Torah-followers who did not 
undergo proselyte circumcision, for reasons that were life-threatening. Worship to the One 
True God was regarded as being of a higher value than an operation of the flesh. (It is seen in the 
further record of Josephus [Antitiquties of the Jews 20.43-48] that Izates went through with 
the rite.) 

If we can consider “circumcision” in Galatians to be innately connected to ritual 
conversion of non-Jews to Judaism—with Paul offering some unique views from his 
Rabbinical training—then Paul’s view of the Torah can be greatly moderated from common 

 
66 Flavius Josephus: The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, trans. William Whiston (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1987), 527. 



GALATIANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 30 - 

Christian perceptions. Paul does not argue against physical circumcision, but does 
recognize the reality that when misused it can be disastrous for one’s personal faith. 
Inclusion among God’s people is to be decisively based—as it always had—via trust in Him, 
now to be coupled with faith in Yeshua. Inclusion among God’s chosen ones was not at all to be 
placed in a physical rite, and certainly not in placing trust in the mortals performing it. 

The need for modern Messianics to understand this is as true for the Twenty-First 
Century as it was for the First Century. Today’s Messianic movement is undergoing some 
significant trials as it grows beyond what has been seen in Messianic Judaism since the late 
1960s, and many non-Jewish Believers are embracing their Hebraic Roots and being 
convicted to live according to a Torah ethic. As many non-Jewish Believers have entered 
into Messianic Jewish congregations, many of these people have often been regarded as 
second-class, and are not ministered to the same way as Jewish Believers. Their inclusion 
among the believing community of Israel is not always welcomed, because such people were 
not raised Jewish. Is this at all appropriate for fellow brothers and sisters in the Lord? 

At times, a non-Jewish Believer might be able to find a long lost Jewish relative (in most 
cases, centuries removed), but even this is not the same as actually being “Jewish,” claiming 
the Jewish experience as some part of his or her ethnic and cultural background (especially 
since the rise of Zionism and the Holocaust). Because an equality of all people in Yeshua is not 
always found in Messianic Jewish congregations, some non-Jewish Messianics seek an 
inclusion beyond the Messianic community. This lack of equality is one of the major factors 
that contributes to non-Jewish Messianics seeking Jewish conversion, leading to apostasy 
from faith in Yeshua. And note that this conversion is frequently not going to the Reform 
Synagogue and being rubberstamped as a cultural “Jew”; in the majority of cases what is 
desired is being accepted by the Orthodox Jewish community.67 But Paul’s teaching in 
Galatians 3:28 is not only one that emphasizes equality between Jewish and non-Jewish 
people, but it also emphasizes equality between those of different socio-economic status, 
and perhaps most radical for the First Century to be sure, males and females. All who are in 
the Messiah are to be one people, because they have made a commitment to Him, valuing 
one another as brothers and sisters who are to serve the community for the mission of God. 
The egalitarian thrust, seen in the Epistle to the Galatians, is surely one that today’s 
evangelical Christian community handles much better, in comparison to the broad 
Messianic community. 

There are, however, other questions that the Epistle to the Galatians asks today’s 
Messianic movement. It does ask us about the role of the Holy Spirit in our obedience to 
God. Betz (and many others) argue that in Galatians, “Paul separates what Judaism joined 
together: possession of the Spirit and observance of the Torah.”68 But is this truly what Paul 
suggests in Galatians? After listing the fruit of the Spirit and saying, “There is no law against 
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such things” (5:23, NRSV), is Paul trying to separate the Torah and the Holy Spirit—or is he 
just saying that the Torah alone is insufficient? Is the Spirit without the Law in any capacity 
all that is needed for a stable and maturing faith in Yeshua? How do we ride the extremes of 
antinomianism, a denial of God’s Law, with legalism, frequently placing God’s Law ahead of 
His Spirit? How do we balance the recognition that while sinners are to be saved entirely by 
God’s grace, that those who walk by the Spirit will naturally keep the Law (Romans 8:4)? 

As any Messianic Believer approaches Galatians he or she will undoubtedly encounter 
views such as, “Not only are Gentiles not obligated to observe the law of Moses; they must 
not observe it because it belongs to a past age. Following Jewish law would represent a 
second loyalty, a loyalty unthinkable for those who are ‘in Christ’” (ECB).69 This is a gross 
overstatement regarding Paul’s arguments to the Galatians. Paul’s principal position 
regarding the Torah is, “Is there a conflict, then, between God's law and God's promises? 
Absolutely not! If the law could give us new life, we could be made right with God by 
obeying it” (3:21, NLT). A survey of the Pauline letters easily demonstrates how the eminent 
Apostle is clearly guided by an ethos deeply rooted in God’s Torah. What he asserts is that “If 
a law had been given which had power to bestow life, then indeed righteousness would have 
come from keeping the law” (NEB). Paul’s argument in Galatians is not against the 
commandments of the Torah; he argues against the Torah’s misuse and misappropriation as 
a means by which people can earn eternal salvation and/or inclusion among the redeemed. 

Messianics need to approach Galatians not from the perspective that Paul is against the 
Torah, but rather that Paul is against its gross misuse which can lead to legalism and people 
seeking justification via (relatively valueless) human action. Observing “works of the 
Law”—especially if such activities are classified as a sect’s or group’s community rules 
derived from the Torah—is surely not going to bring a person a right standing before God. 
Paul’s desire to share the gospel is that a man or woman can stand forgiven before God 
because of the work of Yeshua, and that inclusion among God’s people comes because all share 
a common hope in the Messiah He has sent. This comes regardless if one is Jewish or non-
Jewish, physically circumcised or uncircumcised. As Peter astutely stated at the Jerusalem 
Council, “we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Yeshua, in the same 
way as they also are” (Acts 15:11). 

Juxtaposed with a text like Galatians, the success of the emerging Messianic movement 
is going to be found in whether or not we are making a difference for the Lord in the world. 
We need to emphasize the need to live good, upstanding lives where we observe the Torah 
via our spiritual growth and maturation—not rigidly imposing it in some way on another 
group as the misguided Influencers. Is Galatians ever used to legitimately criticize Messianic 
practice? D.A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo think “In their observance of the Sinaitic law, the 
Galatians were going back into the kind of slavery from which they had been rescued.”70 
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Were the Galatians, following the guidance of the Influencers, going back into a way of life 
removed from the liberating power of the gospel? How much of this was really due to the 
Torah, versus those using it to promote an agenda? Do we ever misuse the Torah today? 

Witherington also offers us something to think about: 
“For Paul, the church was Jew and Gentile united in Christ and this was the Israel of 

God, something separate from non-Christian Jews, while others such as the Judaizers 
thought more in terms of a reform movement.”71 

Much of the Christian Church has largely discounted its relationship to the Jewish 
people because of misunderstandings of Paul’s assertion that the “Israel of God” (6:16) is 
made up of Jews and non-Jews who profess faith in Yeshua. They have unfortunately taken 
it as a statement that “the Church” is a new Israel, not the Kingdom of Israel in the process of 
being restored via the work of the Messiah. Too many non-Jewish Christians fail to realize 
that their mission is to make their Jewish brethren jealous (Romans 11:11) for faith in 
Yeshua, being the fullness of the nations—spiritually, ethically, and morally—bringing 
about the complete restoration of Israel’s Kingdom (Romans 11:25-27) via mercy to be 
displayed to Jewish people who have largely rejected their Messiah (Romans 11:31), but who 
themselves  need to experience such fullness (Romans 11:12). 

At the same time, do we ever consider today’s Messianic movement as only being a 
reform movement designed to get people “plugged in” to Judaism? This is not to say that we 
do not have a spiritual heritage in Judaism that we need to recognize, appreciate, and 
embrace. But it is to ask us whether the Messianic movement can go beyond Judaism, also 
recognizing an edifying spiritual heritage in Christianity, and take the mission of Israel to 
be a light to the world seriously. Too many have difficulty answering—or even asking—
these sorts of questions. 

While the meanings of Galatians can be rigorously debated between Messianics and 
Christians, some engaged with a close reading and exegesis of the text, and some not so 
engaged—our actions are going to be observed more carefully than our theological views. 
While today’s Messianic movement claims to follow an ethos deeply rooted in the Torah, do 
we embody it by demonstrating a heart changed by God’s love? Does our obedience to the 
Lord come as a result of being transformed by Him—or because we are trying to reassure 
ourselves, like some of the Galatians, that we really do not know if we know Him? Do we 
demonstrate discernment and wisdom when error enters into the camp? Would Paul write 
us a scalding letter were he living in our time? 

If you are a Messianic Believer, I would urge you to consider a few things as you 
prepare to read through this commentary on Galatians. We will be considering (and already 
have) the thoughts and views of various Christian commentators and theologians, many of 
whom would not consider themselves “pro Torah.” The principal reason why we examine 
their remarks is so that we can gauge what our strengths and weaknesses are with the 
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Epistle to the Galatians so that we might improve, and hence truly appreciate the value of this 
letter. Many of these commentators will offer statements about the Law that we do not agree 
with, but will also say things that we need to take to mind lest we fall prey to some of the 
same errors as the ancient Galatians. 

Please also remember that these same commentators, in exhibiting some pessimism 
toward the Torah, are not evil people by any means (as various Messianics may sometimes 
castigate them). Some of these theologians I consider to be very godly people who have 
helped me significantly in my understanding and application of Scripture and the world of 
the Bible. But they are limited human beings, like any one of us. Many of them, while not 
believing in the continued validity of the Torah, will instead argue that the “law of Christ” 
(6:2) composes something different than what is seen in the Pentateuch—primarily 
embodied in Yeshua’s Sermon on the Mount (Matthew chs. 5-6). Can we afford to ignore the 
teachings of our Lord in that scene? Can we be a Messianic people who are truly 
transformed by the love and grace of God, and who are also concerned with our conduct as a 
part of the Commonwealth of Israel (Ephesians 2:11-12)? 

Bruce considers that Paul “was not concerned to make Gentiles into Jews, but to 
introduce Jews and Gentiles alike into a new community through faith in Jesus as Lord.”72 
Recognizing that the Messiah’s work has decisively brought those of the nations into the 
people of God is imperative to acknowledge. But, is this an entirely new community, or an 
Israel brought to its intended peak and climax in Yeshua, resultant of His salvation work? 
Israel is God’s conduit to the nations, so that by its witness all should know Him and be 
redeemed. Inclusion into such an “Israel of God” (6:16) comes by faith in His Son, Yeshua the 
Messiah! It is not to come by forcing people to undergo proselytic circumcision. 

If you are a Christian reader, I would ask you to consider some of the reasons why 
Messianics consider the Torah relevant instruction for Believers today. This is not to say 
that all of the Torah can be kept today, especially since there is no Tabernacle/Temple for an 
operating Levitical priesthood, as well as the fact that technology and economic systems 
have changed substantially since the Thirteenth Century B.C.E. But it is to say that God’s 
Torah should be given significantly more weight than historic Christianity has given it.73 
This conviction is not guided by some self-induced legalism of people trying to earn their 
salvation, but by a carefully considered and sincere view of the following Biblical principles: 

 
1. The Torah tells us that God’s people will be great if they keep its 
commandments: 

“See, I have taught you statutes and judgments just as the LORD my God 
commanded me, that you should do thus in the land where you are entering to 
possess it. So keep and do them, for that is your wisdom and your understanding in 
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the sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say, ‘Surely this great 
nation is a wise and understanding people.’ For what great nation is there that has a 
god so near to it as is the LORD our God whenever we call on Him? Or what great 
nation is there that has statutes and judgments as righteous as this whole law which 
I am setting before you today?” (Deuteronomy 4:5-8). 
 
2. Obedience to the Torah will avoid being cursed by God, or at least people 
being penalized or stifled in their relationship with Him in some way: 

“‘Cursed is he who does not confirm the words of this law by doing them.’ And 
all the people shall say, ‘Amen’” (Deuteronomy 27:26). 
 
3. The Torah tells us that God’s people will be a holy people unto Him if they 
keep its commandments: 

“The LORD will establish you as a holy people to Himself, as He swore to you, if 
you keep the commandments of the LORD your God and walk in His ways” 
(Deuteronomy 28:9). 
 
4. Yeshua the Messiah came to fulfill the Torah, meaning perfect it in His 
teachings, actions, and deeds: 

“Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good 
works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven. Do not think that I came to abolish 
the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I say to you, 
until heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or stroke shall pass from 
the Law until all is accomplished. Whoever then annuls one of the least of these 
commandments, and teaches others to do the same, shall be called least in the 
kingdom of heaven; but whoever keeps and teaches them, he shall be called great in 
the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:16-19). 
 
5. The work of Yeshua has inaugurated the New Covenant, writing the Torah 
onto the hearts and minds of the redeemed: 

“For finding fault with them, He says, ‘BEHOLD, DAYS ARE COMING, SAYS THE LORD, 
WHEN I WILL EFFECT A NEW COVENANT WITH THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL AND WITH THE HOUSE OF 
JUDAH; NOT LIKE THE COVENANT WHICH I MADE WITH THEIR FATHERS ON THE DAY WHEN I 
TOOK THEM BY THE HAND TO LEAD THEM OUT OF THE LAND OF EGYPT; FOR THEY DID NOT 
CONTINUE IN MY COVENANT, AND I DID NOT CARE FOR THEM, SAYS THE LORD. FOR THIS IS THE 
COVENANT THAT I WILL MAKE WITH THE HOUSE OF ISRAEL AFTER THOSE DAYS, SAYS THE LORD: 
I WILL PUT MY LAWS INTO THEIR MINDS, AND I WILL WRITE THEM ON THEIR HEARTS. AND I 
WILL BE THEIR GOD, AND THEY SHALL BE MY PEOPLE. AND THEY SHALL NOT TEACH EVERYONE 
HIS FELLOW CITIZEN, AND EVERYONE HIS BROTHER, SAYING, “KNOW THE LORD,” FOR ALL WILL 
KNOW ME, FROM THE LEAST TO THE GREATEST OF THEM. FOR I WILL BE MERCIFUL TO THEIR 
INIQUITIES, AND I WILL REMEMBER THEIR SINS NO MORE’” (Hebrews 8:8-12; cf. Jeremiah 
31:31-33). 
 



INTRODUCTION 

- 35 - 

6. The Apostle Paul considers himself to be an emulator of Yeshua the Messiah, 
One who upheld the authority of the Torah: 

“Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Messiah” (1 Corinthians 11:1). 
 
7. Paul says that proper doctrine must agree with the words of Yeshua the 
Messiah: 

“If anyone advocates a different doctrine and does not agree with sound words, 
those of our Lord Yeshua the Messiah, and with the doctrine conforming to 
godliness, he is conceited and understands nothing; but he has a morbid interest in 
controversial questions and disputes about words, out of which arise envy, strife, 
abusive language, evil suspicions, and constant friction between men of depraved 
mind and deprived of the truth, who suppose that godliness is a means of gain” (1 
Timothy 6:3-5). 
 
The position on the continuance of the Torah advocated in this commentary is not one 

that is trying to insist that keeping the Torah precedes one’s salvation. It rather is that God 
gave all of His people His Law, to make them the most productive and effective people they 
could be, and that a life guided by the work of the Holy Spirit will involve an obedience to it 
as part of the promised New Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27). It is a treasure 
trove of wisdom, insight, and blessing if used properly (cf. 1 Timothy 1:8). In Galatians, we 
clearly see a group of people who used the Torah improperly. Admittedly, we face 
challenges today so we do not fall into their same mistakes, while still maintaining a high 
regard for the Law of Moses and the principles it is to instill in us. 

 
On the technical side as you prepare to read this commentary on Galatians, note that I have 

purposefully refrained from overly using Hebraic terminology, other than the name “Yeshua the Messiah” for 
Jesus Christ, and on occasion “Torah” instead of Law, for the familiarity of most readers, and those who can 
be easily confused by unfamiliar words. The 1995 New American Standard, Updated Edition is the base 
English translation used in these studies, because of its literalness and widespread usage among many 
conservative evangelical Christians. Other major English versions I consult include the Revised Standard 
Version and New International Version. 

References to the Greek Apostolic Scriptures are from United Bible Societies’ 1998 Greek New Testament, 
Fourth Revised Edition, the same basic text as the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Gracae, 27th Edition. If 
you have any competency in Greek, an excellent resource to employ in examining our text is the Nestle-Aland 
Greek-English New Testament, which includes the 27th Edition GNT and a parallel RSV. 
 
ABBREVIATED OUTLINE OF galatians 
 

I. Greeting (1:1-5) 
II. Anathema Against the Defectors (1:6-10) 
III. Paul’s Personal Argument (1:11-2:21) 

a. Paul’s teaching is Divinely sanctioned (1:11-12) 
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b. Paul had been called to the nations (1:13-17) 
c. Paul has met with the Jerusalem assembly’s leaders (1:18-2:10) 
d. Paul actually had to oppose Peter (2:11-14) 
e. Justification comes via the Messiah (2:15-21) 

IV. Paul’s Theological Argument (3:1-4:31) 
a. The Galatians received the Spirit by faith (3:1-5) 
b. Abraham received the promise by faith (3:6-9) 
c. The Messiah’s sacrifice has removed the curse of the Torah (3:10-14) 
d. The Messianic promise is superior to the Torah (3:15-18) 
e. The Torah is to show people the need for the Messiah (3:19-4:7) 
f. The Galatians have not grown sufficiently in their Messiah faith (4:8-20) 
g. An analogy of the Mosaic Covenant and New Covenant (4:21-31) 

V. Ethical Exhortations (5:1-6:10) 
a. The futility of proselyte circumcision for justification (5:1-6) 
b. The Influencers are condemned (5:7-12) 
c. The Messiah offers liberty, but love is required (5:13-15) 
d. The deeds of the flesh are set against the deeds of the Spirit (5:16-26) 
e. A need to be concerned with others’ burdens (6:1-5) 
f. A person will reap what he sows (6:6-10) 

VI. Conclusion (6:11-18)74 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY FOR INTRODUCTION 
Betz, Hans Dieter. “Introduction,” in Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia, 

pp 1-33. 
_______________. “Galatians, Letter to the,” in IDBSup, pp 352-353. 
_______________. “Galatians, Epistle to the,” ABD, 2:872-875. 
Boice, James Montgomery. “Galatians,” in EXP, 10:409-508. 
Bruce, F.F. “Introduction,” in NIGTC: Galatians, pp 1-58. 
Campbell, Donald K. “Galatians,” in BKCNT, pp 587-612. 
Carson, D.A., and Douglas J. Moo. “Galatians,” in An Introduction to the New Testament, pp 456-478. 
Chance, J. Bradley. “Galatia,” in EDB, p 476. 
Dunn, James D.G. “Introduction,” in Black’s New Testament Commentary: The Epistle to the Galatians, pp 

1-22. 
Dunnam, Maxie D. “Introduction to Galatians,” in PreachC: Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 

Philemon, 31:9-13. 
Furnish, Victor Paul. “The Letter of Paul to the Galatians,” in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary 

on the Bible, pp 824-833. 
Gaventa, Beverly R. “Galatians,” in ECB, pp 1374-1384. 
Gundry, Robert. “Galatians: Against the Judaizers,” in A Survey of the New Testament, pp 344-351. 

 
74 Adapted from Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1990), pp 

486-488. 



INTRODUCTION 

- 37 - 

Guthrie, Donald. “The Epistle to the Galatians,” in New Testament Introduction, pp 465-488. 
Hansen, G.W. “Galatians, Letter to the,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, pp 323-334. 
Hegg, Tim. Introductory remarks, in A Study of Galatians, pp 2-15. 
Hiebert, D. Edmond. “Galatia,” in NIDB, p 366. 
__________________. “Galatians, Letter to the,” in NIDB, pp 366-367. 
Knox, J. “Galatians, Letter to the,” in IDB, 3:338-343. 
Longenecker, Richard N. “Introduction,” in WBC: Galatians, 41:xli-cxix. 
Matera, Frank J. “Galatians, Letter to the,” in EDB, pp 476-478. 
______________. “The Letter of Paul to the Galatians,” in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, pp 2079-2088. 
Mellink, M.J. “Galatia,” in IDB, 2:336-338. 
Mikolaski, Samuel J. “Galatians,” in NBCR, pp 1089-1104. 
Mitchell, Stephen. “Galatia,” in ABD, 2:870-872. 
Ramsay, W.M., and C.J. Hemer. “Galatia,” in ISBE, 2:377-379. 
Stern, David H. Jewish New Testament Commentary, pp 520-576. 
Witherington III, Ben. “Introduction,” in Grace in Galatia: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the 

Galatians, pp 1-48. 
 
 
 


	PROLOGUE
	INTRODUCTION
	GALATIANS 1
	GALATIANS 2
	Excursus: What Are “Works of the Law”?

	GALATIANS 3
	Excursus: Different Approaches to Leviticus 18:5
	Excursus: Are Messianic Youth Properly Trained  in the Torah and All the Scriptures?

	GALATIANS 4
	GALATIANS 5
	Excursus: Should Non-Jewish Messianic Believers  “Convert” to (Messianic) Judaism?

	GALATIANS 6
	EPILOGUE
	THE MESSAGE OF GALATIANS
	EPISTLE OF PAUL  TO THE GALATIANS
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR
	COMMENTARY ON ACTS 13:13-14:28: PAUL’S VISIT TO SOUTHERN GALATIA
	GALATIANS 3:28: BIBLICAL EQUALITY AND TODAY’S MESSIANIC MOVEMENT
	BIBLIOGRAPHY

