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http://old.usccb.org/nab/bible/galatians/intro.htm 

Introduction

The Galatians to whom the letter is addressed were Paul's converts, most likely among the descendants of Celts who had invaded western and central Asia Minor in the third century B.C. and had settled in the territory around Ancyra (modern Ankara, Turkey). Paul had passed through this area on his second missionary journey (Acts 16:6), and again on his third (Acts 18:23). It is less likely that the recipients of this letter were Paul's churches in the southern regions of Pisidia, Lycaonia, and Pamphylia where he had preached earlier in the Hellenized cities of Perge, Iconium, Pisidian Antioch, Lystra, and Derbe (Acts 13:13-14:27); this area was part of the Roman province of Galatia, and some scholars think that South Galatia was the destination of this letter.
If it is addressed to the Galatians in the north, the letter was probably written around A.D. 54 or 55, most likely from Ephesus after Paul's arrival there for a stay of several years on his third missionary journey (Acts 19; Acts 20:31). On the South Galatian theory, the date would be earlier, perhaps A.D. 48-50. Involved is the question of how one relates the events of Gal 2:1-10 to the "Council of Jerusalem" described in Act 15 (see the notes on each passage).
In any case, the new Christians whom Paul is addressing were converts from paganism (Gal 4:8-9), who were now being enticed by other missionaries to add the observances of the Jewish law, including the rite of circumcision, to the cross of Christ as a means of salvation. For, since Paul's visit, some other interpretation of Christianity had been brought to these neophytes, probably by converts from Judaism (the name "Judaizers" is sometimes applied to them); it has specifically been suggested that they were Jewish Christians who had come from the austere Essene sect.
These interlopers insisted on the necessity of following certain precepts of the Mosaic law along with faith in Christ. They were undermining Paul's authority also, asserting that he had not been trained by Jesus himself, that his Gospel did not agree with that of the original and true Apostles in Jerusalem, that he had kept from his converts in Galatia the necessity of accepting circumcision and other key obligations of the Jewish law, in order more easily to win them to Christ, and that his Gospel was thus not the full and authentic one held by "those of repute" in Jerusalem (Gal 2:2). Some scholars also see in Gal 5 and 6 another set of opponents against whom Paul writes, people who in their emphasis on the Spirit set aside all norms for conduct and became libertines in practice.
When Paul learned of the situation, he wrote this defense of his Apostolic authority and of the correct understanding of the Faith. He set forth the unique importance of Christ and His redemptive sacrifice on the cross, the freedom that Christians enjoy from the old burdens of the Law, the total sufficiency of Christ and of faith in Christ as the way to God and to eternal life, and the beauty of the new life of the Spirit. Galatians is thus a summary of basic Pauline theology. Its themes were more fully and less polemically developed in the Letter to the Romans.
Autobiographically, the letter gives us Paul's own accounts of how he came to faith (Gal 1:15-24), the agreement in "the truth of the Gospel" (Gal 2:5, 14), that he shared with the Jewish Christian leaders in Jerusalem, James, Cephas [Peter], and John (Gal 2:1-10), and the rebuke he had to deliver to Cephas in Antioch for inconsistency, contrary to the Gospel, on the issue of table fellowship in the racially-mixed church of Jewish and Gentile Christians in Antioch (Gal 2:11-14; cf Gal 2:15-21). At the conclusion of the letter (Gal 6:11-18), Paul wrote in his own hand (cf 2 Thess 3:17-18), a vivid summary of the message to the Galatians.
In his vigorous emphasis on the absolute preeminence of Christ and his cross as God's way to salvation and holiness, Paul stresses Christian freedom and the ineffectiveness of the Mosaic Law for gaining Divine favor and blessings (Gal 3:19-29). The pious Jew saw in the Law a way established by God to win divine approval by a life of meticulous observance of ritual, social, and moral regulations. But Paul's profound insight into the higher designs of God in Christ led him to understand and welcome the priority of promise and faith (shown in the experience of Abraham, Gal 3:6-18), and the supernatural gifts of the Spirit (Gal 3:2-5; 5:16-6:10). His enthusiasm for this new vision of the life of grace in Christ and of the uniquely salvific role of Christ's redemptive death on the cross shines through this whole letter.
The principal divisions of the Letter to the Galatians are the following:
I. Address (Gal 1:1-5)
II. Loyalty to the Gospel (Gal 1:6-10)
III. Paul's Defense of His Gospel and His Authority (Gal 1:11-2:21)
IV. Faith and Liberty (Gal 3:1-4:31)
V. Exhortation to Christian Living (Gal 5:1-6:10)
VI. Conclusion (Gal 6:11-18)
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AT the beginning of this third apostolic journey, around the year 53 (Acts 18:23), Paul passed through Galatia to visit the Christian communities he had established in the area (Acts 13:14ff), which he had also visited during his second journey (Acts 16:15). The communities in question were in the southern part of Galatia - Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, Derbe, and 
Lystra. 

On this last journey, Paul was very surprised to find that the Galatian Christians - most of whom came from a Gentile background - had been led astray by "false brethren," Judaizers, who made out that Christians should conform to the Mosaic law and should be circumcised. Perhaps because he was short of time, the Apostle was unable to go into the matter in detail; at any rate, when he reached Ephesus (53-54) he wrote the Galatians a letter, refuting the errors involved, in which he goes into the whole question of the relationship between the Gospel and the Mosaic Law, between the Old Covenant and the 
New. 

He tries to get them to see that the key point is this: Accepting Mosaic doctrine would mean in practice renouncing the justification won for us by Christ - and therefore denying the value of the Redemption; it would imply renouncing freedom, because they would be submitting to the yoke of the Law, which is slavery; it would mean rejecting the grace and salvation which faith in Jesus Christ brings with it. The universality of the Church would be destroyed and Christ's doctrine irreparably 
damaged. 

The Judaizers, for their part, were arguing that God himself had instituted the Law of Moses, which Christ had come not "to abolish but to fulfill" (Matt. 5:17). They even went so far as to invoke the authority of the Twelve against Paul, ignoring (because they did not want to obey them), the decisions of the Council of Jerusalem, which had gone into this whole question and with whose teaching Paul was in line (Acts 
15:28-29). 

With characteristic energy and zeal, Paul defends his Apostolic authority and denounces the error of the Judaizers, into which many of the Galatians had fallen. He ends by telling them in no uncertain terms, "If you receive circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you" 
(5:2). 

The content of the letter - which is reminiscent of Romans - ranges much more widely than this. For example, it makes the following 
points: 

1. While recognizing Peter's preeminent position as visible head of the Church, the letter stresses that the Church is one and universal, a community entered into through Baptism, one in teaching and government, under the infallible and absolute authority of the Apostles (1:9, 
2:9). 

2. Transition from a state of sin or alienation from God to a state of grace happens only through faith in Christ, Who by dying redeemed us from all sin - original sin and personal sin. Faith makes us truly children of God, who share in God's own life, and heirs of heaven, in keeping with God's promises. 

3. This faith in Jesus Christ is the only faith by which we can be saved; through it we attain the grace of forgiveness and the true freedom proper to the children of God. Therefore, as the Apostle says, anyone who submits to the observances of the Mosaic Law falls back into the slavery of the Law and denies the Redemption wrought by 
Christ. 

4. Christians, whether of Jewish or Gentile background, are the true children of Abraham, according to the spirit, because, through faith in Christ, they have been justified and incorporated through Baptism into His Church, the new People of 
God. 

5. Jesus Christ, true God and true man, died on the cross as the representative of all mankind, to make satisfaction for all sin - not only sins against the Mosaic Law but also those against the natural 
law. 

6. Following in Christ's footsteps, Christians also must die to the old Law if they want to live for God (2:19). This is the death of the old man brought about through Baptism, which enables us to live a new life, the life of grace, so we can "walk by the Spirit" (5:24) and not under the Law 
(5:18). 

7. Only in this way will Christians attain the true freedom of the sons of God, which requires that we mortify our vices and the concupiscence of the flesh to become "a new creation" (6:15), and reproduce in ourselves the life of Christ, of whom we are both a member and a 
temple. 

8. This new life, the life of grace, makes Christians yield the fruit of the Spirit (5:22-23). The Law no longer has any power; what matters is faith in Jesus Christ, which works through love (5:6). 
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