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Acts 1: Lesson Four,  

Paul’s First Missionary Journey & the Jerusalem Council 
Acts 13 – 15, Galatians 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
I sometimes wonder what being a good steward of GOD of the WORD involves. I must admit 
that it is easy for me to start fretting over it, plagued with concern over whether I’ve done 
enough. Do you ever ask yourself such questions? Do you sometimes worry about whether 
you’ve accomplished enough, whether you have parented well enough, whether you are 
pleasing enough, whether you are enough? According to the Apostle Paul, if we carry 
burdens of these kinds, we have not fully understood the Gospel.  
 
Luke described the reception of the Gospel in Jerusalem in Acts 1-7. In chapters 8-12, he 
showed how the Gospel was carried throughout Judea and Samaria. In the remainder of Acts, 
we learn that the good news spread throughout the Roman world, specifically through Paul’s 
three missionary journeys. On Paul’s first missionary journey, he carried the Gospel to 
southern Galatia. However, not long after, the Galatians were thrown into confusion by a 
perversion of the Gospel message and were left wondering what the Christian life really 
involves. The stated concern was the necessity of circumcision. The underlying issue was 
whether they were doing enough. Were they enough? Did they need to be something more 
before they could come to Christ? For example, did they need to first convert to Judaism? 
 
To settle the issue, the apostles convened the first church council in Jerusalem and Paul wrote 
to the Galatians to set the record straight. The Gospel is a proclamation of freedom from the 
burden of law-keeping. We need not fret over whether we are doing enough or whether we 
are enough. It is by faith alone that God justifies us in Christ. And if we are in Christ, God is 
so fully satisfied with us that He has given us a permanent, new position and identity. We 
don’t need to live for His pleasure. We are free to live from His pleasure. To state it 
differently, the Christian pilgrimage begins by faith, but it is also lived by faith.  
 
Our hearts are naturally “lawful,” making judgments and comparisons: condemning self and 
others, trying to please those around us, and attempting to create an identity through an 
empire of our own making. Christ died to free us from the burden of lawfulness. The 
question is, “Do we live our daily lives as though we have been freed?” 

Subject: Paul traveled to Galatia, attended the Jerusalem Council, and wrote to the Galatians. 
Main Idea: The Gospel is a proclamation of freedom.  

Principles: 
1. In Christ, we are free to choose our perspective on the conflict in our lives.  
2. Those who have been freed from pursuing deeds for salvation are also free to set aside their rights 

without resentment. 
3. God’s salvation comes by grace through faith alone and frees us to live by His Spirit.  
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I. Paul’s First Missionary Journey – Acts 13-14  

A. The Commissioning and Departure – Acts 13:1-3  
i. The Teachers and Prophets of Antioch: In Acts 11, we first learned about 

the congregation in Antioch. Chapter 13 begins by listing the five men 
who were their prophets and teachers. “Prophets” were those who 
revealed God’s will, not only in the sense of foretelling the future 
(occasionally they did that) but also in the sense of heralding the Lord’s 
truth – they shared in the teachers’ responsibility of explaining doctrine 
and instructing in practical Christianity.i Barnabas and Saul were two of 
these five men. 

ii. The Holy Spirit’s Calling 
1. While the five were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy 

Spirit instructed them to set apart Barnabas and Saul for the work to 
which He had called them. In verse 4, we discover the nature of this 
calling: they were being sent to proclaim the word of the Lord in 
other parts of the Empire.  

a. It is noteworthy that the men were already engaged in 
worship and fasting when they heard from the Lord. If we 
wonder why we don’t hear from the Lord more often today, 
we may only have to look as far as our overcrowded calendar 
to find the answer!  

b. We should also note that Barnabas and Saul did not leave 
simply because they felt an inner urge to do so (although the 
Lord may very well may have given them that sense in 
preceding days, weeks, or months). They went at the Holy 
Spirit’s clear direction, which He confirmed through other 
godly individuals. God uses the Church to confirm His gifts 
and His calling on our lives.  

2. After the season of prayer and fasting ended, the group placed their 
hands on Barnabas and Saul and commissioned them for service.  

 
B. Barnabas and Saul at Cyprus – 13:3-13  

i. John Mark: John Mark accompanied Barnabas and Saul as their helper. 
Luke mentioned John Mark twice in chapter 12, where we learned that the 
Jerusalem church was meeting in the home of his mother Mary 
(apparently indicating that she had a large home and was a woman of 
means [12:12]) and that when Barnabas and Saul carried the offering 
collected in Antioch to the church in Jerusalem, they brought John Mark 
back with them (12:25).  
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ii. The Proconsul and Elymas (Bar-Jesus) 

1. The party’s first destination was the island of Cyprus (Barnabas’ 
homeland [Acts 4:36]), sixty miles off the Mediterranean coast. The 
group departed from Selucia, the main port of Antioch and landed 
in Salamis, Cyprus’ nearest port. There they proclaimed the word 
of God in the Jewish synagogue, as became their habit in each city. 
The motivation for this was twofold. It gave the Jews the first 
opportunity to hear of the fulfillment of their own Scriptures. 
Second, Gentiles who attended the synagogue would probably have 
been familiar with the Old Testament scriptures and thus, more 
receptive to the Gospel. In turn, these God-fearing Gentiles would 
presumably have witnessed to their Gentile relatives and neighbors.  

2. From Salamis, Barnabas and Saul traveled across the island on foot 
to the opposite shore. In the city of Paphos, they encountered a 
Jewish sorcerer and false prophet named Bar-Jesus (Jesus was a 
common Jewish name), also known as Elymas, who attended the 
Roman proconsul. When the proconsul showed interest in the 
Gospel, the sorcerer began working against Barnabas and Saul to 
dissuade him. Saul confronted Elymas and prophesied that Lord 
would blind him. The man was blinded immediately and when the 
proconsul heard about it, he believed.  

3. This event is significant for several reasons: 
a. The first has to do with Saul’s name. As the group ventured 

further west, they moved deeper into the Greco-Roman 
world.  In this event, Luke first introduced Saul’s Roman 
name, Paul, and from this point forward, he always refers to 
him that way. The Roman name was more appropriate. 

b. Second, Luke reverses the names “Barnabas and Saul” after 
the event with Elymas, indicating Paul’s leadership (with one 
exception in Acts 15). Even more indicative of Paul’s 
leadership, Luke twice uses the phrase, “Paul and his 
companions” (13:13, 16:6). Thus, the event with Elymas 
seemed to mark a turning point of some kind in leadership.  

c. Third, Luke seems to have intended for us to see a parallel 
between Paul’s encounter with Elymas and Peter’s encounter 
with Simon the sorcerer in Samaria. In so doing, he shows 
Paul to have been Peter’s equal in terms of boldness, 
effective witness, and miracles. 

d. Fourth, this event introduces a pattern of opposition Paul met 
almost everywhere he carried the Gospel.  
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e. Finally, the event introduces another pattern: a Jewish man 

(Elymas) rejected the Gospel while Sergius Paulus, a Gentile, 
accepted it. From this point forward, the Gentiles will 
continually prove more interested and receptive.  

iii. Mark’s Departure: From Paphos, the group sailed to Pamphylia in Asia 
Minor (present day Turkey) and traveled to the city of Perga twelve miles 
inland (although Luke doesn’t mention the port in Attalia until their return 
journey, it is where they would have landed). In Perga, John Mark left 
them and returned to Jerusalem. Luke offers no explanation for Mark’s 
departure, but as we later discover, it was quite some time before Paul 
was willing to travel with him again. From Perga, Paul and Barnabas went 
inland to Pisidian Antioch. For the remainder of the trip, the two visited 
southern Galatian cities.  
 

C. Paul and Barnabas in Pisidian Antioch – 13:14-52 
i. Paul’s Sermon: Once again, Paul first went to the synagogue. Luke 

recorded much more of Paul’s sermon at Pisidian Antioch than he 
typically includes. Perhaps this sermon was a model of Paul’s approach 
with Jewish audiences, emphasizing Christ as the fulfillment of the Old 
Testament scriptures and the only true source of justification and 
forgiveness of sins.  

ii. Response to the Gospel: The response to this sermon was so great that 
almost the whole city gathered to hear Paul on the following Sabbath. The 
Jews became jealous and began contradicting Paul and heaping abuse on 
him. Paul announced that since they had rejected his message, he would 
turn to the Gentiles (news the Gentiles gladly received). Acts 13:48 says, 
“All who were appointed for eternal life believed.” In this statement, Luke 
echoes the theme of election that is so often found in Paul’s epistles. For 
their part, the Gentiles actively responded with belief, but salvation is 
ultimately only by God’s grace and it was He who convicted and drew 
them.  

iii. Persecution and Departure: When the Jewish leaders stirred up 
persecution, Paul and Barnabas shook the dust from their feet (Matthew 
10:14) and left Pisidian Antioch for the southeast. They were moving in a 
direction that eventually would have taken them to Paul’s home in Tarsus. 
However, they never went that far. Their next stop was Iconium.   
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D. Paul and Barnabas in Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe – 14:1-20 

i. Iconium: Iconium rested on an elevated plateau and entrance to it required 
a climb of 3,370 feet. In Iconium, Paul and Barnabas began in the Jewish 
synagogue as usual. Although the Jews again opposed them, Paul and 
Barnabas remained in the city for a considerable time and the Lord 
confirmed their message with signs and wonders. Eventually, Paul and 
Barnabas learned of a plot to stone them and fled to the area surrounding 
Lystra and Derbe.    

ii. Lystra and Derbe 
1. In Lystra, Paul healed a cripple. The locals concluded from the 

miracle that Paul and Barnabas were Greek gods and attempted to 
offer them sacrifices. Initially, Paul and Barnabas had no idea what 
was going on. They could communicate with the people in Greek, 
but apparently the locals also spoke a dialect unknown to Paul. 
When Paul and Barnabas finally figured out what the people were 
doing, they were horrified! Paul attempted to explain that they were 
messengers of the only true and living God, the Creator.  

2. However, some of the Jews who had opposed Paul and Barnabas in 
Pisidian Antioch and Iconium had followed them to Lystra. They 
had no trouble turning the emotionally charged situation to their 
favor. The crowd that had been ready to worship Paul and Barnabas 
suddenly became angry and stoned Paul instead. Then, believing he 
was dead, they dragged him out of the city. When a group of the 
disciples gathered around Paul, he rose and went back into the city 
(the presence of disciples in Lystra probably indicates the event did 
not occur until after Paul and Barnabas had been in the city for 
some time). Whether Paul actually died is not clear. It seems not, 
since Luke wrote they “believed” him to have been dead. 
Regardless, the fact that he was able to walk of his own accord 
back to the city was in itself miraculous.  

3. The following day, Paul and Barnabas moved on to Derbe. Those 
who had opposed them probably had returned to Pisidian Antioch 
and Iconium, believing Paul was dead, for in Derbe, he and 
Barnabas met no opposition and many became Jesus’ disciples.  
 

E. The Return to Syrian Antioch – 14:21-28: Instead of continuing eastwardly 
and taking the land route back to Syrian Antioch, Paul and Barnabas returned 
the same way they had come, strengthening the new churches and appointing 
elders over each. Rather than returning to Cyprus, they sailed from Attalia along 
the coast. When they arrived at their home church, they reported all God had 
done, particularly the Gentiles’ eager reception of the Gospel. 
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Summary Statement: Paul had told the new, southern Galatian converts to be prepared to 
“go through many hardships to enter the Kingdom of God” (14:22). Paul himself experienced 
plenty of hardship on his first missionary journey. He had been opposed by a sorcerer in 
Cyprus (13:8), deserted by John Mark in Perga (13:13), persecuted by the Jewish leaders and 
God-fearing women of high standing in Psidian Antioch and, ultimately, expelled from their 
region (13:50), forced to flee Iconium as the result of a plot to mistreat and stone him (14:5-
6), and misunderstood by the locals and stoned by outsiders in Lystra (14:11-19). Yet when 
he later recounted his journey to the church in Antioch, “he reported all that God had done 
through them and how He had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” (14:27). He could have 
focused on the opposition against him and the ways in which he suffered. Instead, Paul 
choose to focus on the blessings of the journey and all God had done.  
 
This is the mark of a person who lives with inner freedom. Those who are not inwardly free 
blame others, hold onto resentments, and generally react negatively to their circumstances. 
Those who understand the fullness of the Gospel – their inheritance and new identity in 
Christ – experience peace and joy, even in frustrating circumstances, and treat others with 
love and honor, even when mistreated.  
 
Application: Please look at the map you were asked to work on in preparation for this 
lesson. All the cities that are handwritten represent places he went on his journeys. So many 
places! In one sense, we might say that this map represents Paul’s life story (at least part of 
it). Try to envision your life story on a map like this. Your “cities” may not necessarily be 
geographical locations but significant events or experiences you have had. It is probably 
joyful for you to recall some “places.” Others may currently contain nothing but bad 
memories. They were places of conflict, either inner conflict or outer conflict, or both. Those 
who are in Christ experience growing freedom to go back and look for treasure in some of 
the places we previously thought we had none: freedom to see what God was teaching us and 
was doing through us, even when there was loads of trouble.  
 
Principle: In Christ, we are free to choose our perspective on our life story.  
 
For the truly free believer, places of conflict can also be places of great blessing. 
 
Transition:  The Gospel was spreading, and wherever this happens, Satan is likely to cause 
disruption. In Acts 15, we discover that false teachers who were uncomfortable with the way 
the mission to Gentiles was being conducted were undermining the faith of new Gentile 
converts.  
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II. The Jerusalem Council – Acts 15  

A. The Circumcision Party and their Concern 
i. The Conservatives’ Viewpoint: The “circumcision group” (Galatians 

2:12, Titus 1:10) was comprised of conservative Pharisees in Jerusalem 
who had become followers of Christ (Acts 15:5). Since the first Christians 
had all been Jews, they saw Christianity as a variant of Judaism and 
assumed that one needed to be Jewish to become a Christian. For this 
reason, some have referred to this group as the “Judaizers.” Historically, a 
Gentile who had wished to be initiated into Judaism had to be circumcised 
and observe all aspects of a Jewish lifestyle, in addition to their changed 
religious convictions. Thus, the Judaizers believed that any Gentile who 
wanted to follow Christ had to participate in these same rites.   

ii. The Trouble that Developed 
1. Apparently, Peter and Paul had been allowing Gentiles into the 

Church without the Jewish proselyte procedures. The concern was 
more than just a doctrinal one; it was a practical issue, since Jewish 
Christians who kept the Law’s requirements with regard to food 
and other matters would have had trouble fellowshipping with 
Gentile Christians who did not observe these laws. The Gentile 
believers would have defiled them. Since Jewish synagogues 
existed throughout the Empire, this was likely to be an issue 
wherever churches sprang up. 

2. As we learn by reading the first verses of Acts 15 and the book of 
Galatians, the Judaizers didn’t keep quiet about the issue. Instead, 
they began spreading their influence in Antioch and up into Galatia. 
With a growing number of Gentile Christians alarmed and confused 
about their salvation, the question needed settling and the apostles 
convened a council in Jerusalem to do just that. As long as the 
apostles lived, they were the final human authorities with regard to 
God’s will and Jerusalem was considered the “mother” church.   

 
B. The Discussion at the Council 

i. Initial Comments: The council opened with the Judaizers stating their 
position, probably in some kind of public forum. Afterward, the apostles 
and elders met privately. Peter reminded the group how Gentiles had been 
converted under his teaching and been baptized with the Holy Spirit as 
proof. He also reminded them of the burden of law-keeping and 
concluded that salvation comes by grace through faith alone. Barnabas 
and Paul had also been invited into the meeting. Barnabas’ name appears 
before Paul’s, probably indicating that he served as their spokesman, since 
the apostles knew him better. Barnabas told about the signs and wonders 
God had done among the Gentiles through them. 
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ii. James’ Summary of the Decision: Finally, James spoke up. As leader of 

the Church, James officially recognized that God had chosen to include 
Gentiles in Christ’s Church, using scripture for support. He concluded that 
they should not make it difficult for the Gentiles to follow Christ by 
requiring them to keep Jewish observances (like circumcision). However, 
for the sake of fellowship and the Jewish believers’ consciences, James 
pointed out that it would be reasonable to request a few concessions 
related to pagan practices that the Jews found especially offensive.  

1. The first was abstention from eating meat that had been offered to 
idols. Feasts in celebration of idols were common in the Roman 
culture and Gentile converts would undoubtedly have been 
accustomed to attending them. Possibly, some had continued to do 
so for social reasons. 

2. Secondly, the Gentiles were told to abstain from sexual immorality. 
Of course, sexual immorality was forbidden to both Jews and 
Christians, but casual sex was such an accepted practice of the day 
among Gentiles that no longer doing so required a serious 
adjustment to the Gentiles’ way of thinking.  

3. Finally, eating meat from strangled animals and eating blood were 
so very offensive to Jews that the Gentile believers were asked to 
stop eating them. 

iii. The Report to Antioch: The apostles sent a letter to Antioch with Paul and 
Barnabas outlining their decision. They also sent along two leaders of the 
Jerusalem church (Judas and Silas) to confirm the decision. The news was 
received in Antioch with great joy and the believers were encouraged.  

 
Summary Statement: In rendering this extremely important decision, the apostles forever 
defined the Church as distinctly “Christian” and no longer a variant of Judaism. It also freed 
Paul and others to pursue the evangelism of Gentiles all the more aggressively, while 
protecting fellowship within mixed congregations.  
 
Illustration: Suppose you received the news that you had somehow won a great deal of 
money -- in fact, a large fortune. Immediately, you start making some life-changing 
decisions: you quit your job, set up trust funds for your children, establish a foundation to 
fund important Christian work, and decide to help others for the rest of your life.  
 
Suppose that a couple of weeks later, you hear a report that the president of the organization 
from which you were expecting to receive the money had misled people. According to the 
report, no one should expect to receive anything that had been promised, at least not for free; 
there is a catch. In order to receive the fortune, you must commit to work for the organization 
that promised the money for the rest of your life. It will be quite burdensome work. In fact, it 
might even cost you your health.  
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Then, one day soon after you have started working for your fortune, a personal letter from 
the president of the company comes to you by special delivery. You notice right away that 
the letter has been signed by the president and sealed with his special stamp, proving its 
authenticity. The letter begins “Do not listen to false reports! You do not need to work for the 
gift that was promised.” He goes on to apologize for the confusion and then asks you to make 
one concession: would you please consider driving on a certain a date and time (a very early 
time in the day indeed) to a specified location (quite a distance away) in order to participate 
in a televised interview that would bring assurance to others who were also promised money, 
so they could stop worrying. Inside the envelope, you find a check for the entire amount!  

 
Imagine the joy and relief that would wash over you! What a small concession to make in 
light of the tremendous gift you have received! Of course, you would do it! In light of the 
salvation the Gentiles received by grace, James felt confident that they too would gladly 
make a few concessions for the sake of their Jewish believing brothers and sisters.  
 
Principle: Those who have been freed from pursuing deeds for salvation are also free to set 
aside their rights without resentment. 
 
Application: Have you taken seriously the great cost of your salvation to Jesus Christ so that 
you will not have to pay for your own sins in hell some day and so that you do not have to 
attempt to earn your salvation? He gave you that gift freely and He does not resent you for it.  
 
Do you resent the people for whom God has called you to set your rights aside? Are you 
willing to love and honor an unloving or disrespectful spouse or parent? Do you honor 
government officials or church leaders with whom you don’t agree or the co-worker or 
neighbor who makes your life difficult? These are small concessions that God has asked, 
considering what Jesus has done	for	us!	Those who have freely received should also freely 
give. Christ paid the price to free us from resentment. As John Flavel says, “Why should you 
be such an enemy to your own peace? Why read over the evidences of God’s love to your 
soul…? Why do you study evasions, and turn off those comforts which are due to you?”ii Do 
you choose to live in bondage to resentment, when Christ has set you free? 
 
Transition: Paul wrote to the relatively new converts in Galatia, who had been thrown off 
course by the Judaizers.     
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III. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians – Galatians 1-6  

A. Background 
i. The Galatians: The first people to be called Galatians were a group of 

barbarian Gauls from France who, in the third century BC, settled in 
northern Asia Minor. That region became known as Galatia. The Romans 
conquered Galatia in 189 BC and by 25 BC, incorporated the territory into 
a much larger Roman province, calling the entire region Galatia. While 
the ethnic Galatians remained in the northern part of the territory, the 
residents of the more southerly regions (such as Pisidia and Lycaonia) 
were still “Galatians” in a political sense. Until this fact became known in 
the last century, scholars always assumed that Paul must have written his 
letter to ethnic Galatians in the north, even though the Bible says little (if 
anything) about him visiting that region. Now that we understand that the 
cities Paul visited in Asia Minor in his first journey can rightly be called 
“Galatia,” most scholars agree that these must be the people to whom Paul 
wrote. 

ii. Date: Speculation about the date of the writing ranges from 48 AD (the 
year before the Jerusalem Council) to the mid-50s AD (since Paul was in 
prison by 58 AD and there is no hint in the letter that he wrote from 
prison).  

1. 48 AD: The fact that Paul indicated surprise that the Galatians were 
so quickly deserting the faith (1:6) seems to indicate that he wrote 
very soon after returning from his first journey. Some have 
suggested that right after his return, Peter must have come to visit 
him in Antioch. During that visit, Paul confronted Peter for refusing 
to eat with Gentiles in order to please the Judaizers. Meanwhile, 
Judaizers infiltrated Galatia. Considering his episode with Peter, 
Paul quickly wrote to the Galatians out of concern for them.  

2. Mid-50s AD: Based on the similarities between the visit to 
Jerusalem Paul describes in Galatians 2 and the Jerusalem Council 
in Acts 15, it may have been that Paul wrote the Galatians after the 
Council (possibly even during his second missionary journey, after 
he had gone through Galatia a second time [Acts 16:6]).  

iii. Subject  
1. Regardless of the date of writing, Paul wrote because of the impact 

the Judaizers had had on the Galatians’ faith. Apparently, the 
Judaizers had accused him of not being a true apostle (since he 
wasn’t with Jesus in His earthly ministry). Furthermore, they 
seemed to believe he had first learned the Gospel and the Christian 
fundamentals from the apostles, including the necessity of 
circumcision (that is, Law observance) for salvation, but that he 
was now preaching a perversion of what he had learned.  
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2. Part of the reason Paul wrote the Galatians was to defend his 

apostolic authority. This was necessary for the sake of their 
confidence in his message that justification comes by grace through 
faith alone. If they came to believe (as apparently, they had) that 
Paul was unqualified as a true minister of the Gospel, with no 
apostolic authority behind his teaching, they would doubt the 
Gospel he had presented. The focus of his defense is that Christ 
appeared to him personally, commissioned him personally, and 
instructed him personally. He did not receive his instruction 
second-hand but directly from the Lord, just as the other apostles 
had during Christ’s earthly ministry. He then insisted that there is 
nothing we can add to what Christ has already done to accomplish 
our salvation.  
 

B. Outline 
i. Galatians 1-2 

1. Defense of His Apostleship: The primary purpose of the first two 
chapters is to defend Paul’s apostolic authority. He claimed to have 
received what he taught by revelation from Jesus Christ, not 
through any man, not even the apostles (1:12). He gave a 
biographical sketch of the early years after his conversion, proving 
that he had, in fact, had little direct contact with the apostles. 
Integrating the biographical data about his trips to Jerusalem with 
the record in Acts is not without some difficulty. According to 
Acts, Paul visited Jerusalem three times prior to his final visit in 
Acts 21: once not too long after his conversion (Acts 9:26-30), once 
to bring the offering for famine relief (Acts 11:27-30), and once for 
the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). Paul only mentions two visits in 
Galatians. One solution is to date Galatians prior to the Jerusalem 
Council. Another is that Paul didn’t see the need to mention 
delivering the famine offering since that visit occurred in a time of 
great distress for the apostles (James had been killed and Peter was 
imprisoned [Acts 12]), so it wouldn’t have been a logical time for 
him to have discussed theological matters with the apostles 
anyway.iii 

2. Confrontation with Peter: Paul says he confronted Peter for 
refusing to eat with Gentiles. Peter’s hypocrisy was clearly not 
characteristic of him after Pentecost, but all believers are at risk of 
backsliding, and on this occasion, Peter’s behavior certainly 
reflected his old nature.  
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ii. Galatians 3:1 – 5:12 

1. The Heart of Paul’s Message: Above all, Paul defended his 
teaching that justification and sanctification come by grace through 
faith alone. In other words, all aspects of our salvation are credited 
to us by grace through faith, not by works. In chapters 3, 4, and the 
first half of 5, he focused primarily on the matter of justification by 
grace through faith. In order to prove this, he went to the Old 
Testament scriptures.  

a. First, he quoted passages in Genesis that say Abraham was 
saved by faith in God’s promise to give him a seed through 
whom all nations would be blessed (12:3, 7, 13:15, 15:6 and 
24:7). That seed was Christ.  

b. Then Paul gave reasons why faith in God’s promise (Christ) 
is superior to faith in the Law: 

i. the promise predated the Law by several hundred 
years;  

ii. the promise was given unilaterally (directly by God to 
man), whereas the Law was given bi-laterally (the Law 
came to mankind through a mediator [Moses]);   

iii. the Law cannot impart life but instead proves that we 
are sinners who need a Savior. The Mosaic Laws were 
good laws, in and of themselves, but they could only 
save the person who kept all of them perfectly. Since 
no one had ever been able to do that, law-keeping is a 
burden. Interestingly, every religion known to man is a 
religion of law. In Hinduism, salvation comes by 
renouncing the world and relating ourselves to the 
“spirit of the universe.” In Buddhism, salvation is 
achieved by living according to eight principles. In 
Judaism, law-keeping is imperative for salvation. In 
Islam, salvation comes by praying, giving alms, 
fasting, and obeying Allah’s commands. In 
Unitarianism, salvation is achieved by having a good 
character. In humanism, salvation is achieved through 
service to others and self-development. Only Jesus 
Christ offers freedom from legalism.   

c. Finally, in chapters 3-5, Paul stated that God’s people enjoy a 
different position once they have come to faith in Christ. 
Previously, we were slaves to the basic principles of the 
world, but by faith in Christ’s work we have been freed from 
slavery and adopted as God’s sons and daughters. All of us 
(Jews and Gentiles, men and women, slaves and freemen) are 
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on equal footing. Therefore, to insist that circumcision or 
any works are essential to salvation is to return to living as 
slaves of the Law and in essence, to declare Christ’s work of 
no value (inadequate for salvation).  

2. Paul’s Illness: A second bit of biographical information about Paul 
is found in chapter 4, where Paul says he first preached to the 
Galatians because of an illness (verses 12-15). In 2 Corinthians 
12:7, Paul referred to a “thorn” in his flesh that remained 
throughout his lifetime. No one knows for sure what that thorn and 
the illness Paul referred to in Galatians were, or if they were even 
one and the same. Some have suggested that Paul became ill while 
in Cyprus, either with malaria (which is known to have been a 
widespread problem in the area at that time). Another suggestion is 
that Paul had eye trouble (perhaps related to his blinding on the 
Damascus road). There seems to be some evidence for this in his 
letter. Having just referred to his illness, Paul stated that the 
Galatians were so receptive to him during his visit that they would 
have torn out their eyes and given them to him (4:15). Then in 
Galatians 6:11, he pointed out the largeness of his signature. If the 
Galatians knew he had eye trouble, they may have recognized this 
as proof that the letter was indeed from Paul.  

iii. Galatians 5:13 – 6:18: Paul’s premise was that we are saved by grace 
through faith and not by law-keeping. In the first few chapters, he focused 
primarily on the fact that we are justified by grace through faith. But he 
hinted that we are also sanctified by grace through faith. He has said, 
“The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the son of God” (2:20). He 
asked the Galatians, “After beginning [being justified/converted] by 
means of the Spirit, are you now trying to finish [live the Christian life] by 
means of the flesh?” So, at the end of the letter, he completed his thoughts 
about this matter of sanctification by grace through faith or, to use his 
terminology, living the Christian life by the Spirit rather than by the flesh. 
“Anything less is the bondage of legalism with its frustration, fear, and 
failure.”iv  

1. First, Paul tells us what living by the Spirit does not mean. After all 
he had previously written concerning freedom from the Law, Paul 
feared that some readers might take liberty for license. In 5:13, he 
explained that indulging the flesh never leads to freedom.  

2. Rather than using our liberty as license for wrongdoing, we are to 
use our liberty to become slaves to one another (the Greek word 
“serve” that Paul uses also means “be a slave”). How is it possible 
that Paul can tell us to become slaves after he wrote at such length 
to explain the Christian’s freedom from the Law’s enslavement? 
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Because slavery in loving service to others is “voluntary and a 
source of deep joy.”v How a believer can possibly offer this kind of 
service? Again, the answer is by walking in the Spirit. Our flesh 
(sin nature) and the Spirit are in conflict. When we walk by the 
Spirit, the Spirit frees us from the burdens of the Law and 
empowers us to change our behavior.  

3. Paul lists examples of the behavior that result from fleshly living 
and then contrasts it with the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-
control.  

4. For those who are wondering if they are walking in the Spirit, Paul 
gives illustrations of the kinds of things spiritually mature people 
naturally do. The examples indicate that inner freedom and 
maturity are naturally expressed outwardly.  

a. First, those who are spiritual will be restoring believers who 
have fallen into sin. Love doesn’t mean overlooking sin or 
refusing to face it. Neither does a person who is walking in 
the Spirit arrogantly approach a believer who has stumbled. 
Mature believers understand that all of us are vulnerable to 
the temptations of our sin nature.  

b. Second, those who are spiritually mature help carry other 
believers’ burdens. The word “burden” in 6:2 is not the 
normal load that a person ought to carry (as in 6:5) but a 
hardship that is particularly difficult and more than one is 
meant to bear alone. On the other hand, believers who are 
conceited or compare themselves either negatively or 
positively to others are unable to help others carry their 
burdens.  

c. Third, those who are spiritually mature are financially 
generous. Paul says we will reap what we sow. In 2 
Corinthians 9:6, he uses the same metaphor when talking of 
financial generosity. We can be selfish with our money, but 
that is “sowing to the flesh.” Acting as if God doesn’t notice 
our stinginess is akin to mocking Him. Paul said we should 
be generous to everyone but especially to those who belong 
to the family of believers.  

 
Summary Statement: Paul told the Galatians that we are justified by grace through faith and 
sanctified by grace through faith. 
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In 5:25, Paul wrote, “Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step [or walk] with the 
Spirit.” A believer’s life in the Spirit is already an accomplished fact. Yet, Paul also indicates 
in this verse an ongoing process in which we play a part. We are to “keep in step” (or walk) 
with the Spirit. We do this in a passive (yet extremely important) sense by daily trusting Him 
to transform us. As we pray and confess areas of sin and weakness in our lives, we should 
commit them to Him, telling Him we will trust Him to make the needed changes. In addition 
to this passive role, we must actively cooperate with His work and not indulge the flesh.	
 
Principle: God’s salvation comes by grace through faith alone and frees us to live by His 
Spirit.  
 
What does it look like to “live by the Spirit”? In my case, in which I’m concerned about 
stewardship, the active aspect of cooperation with God’s work means I discipline myself to 
study and prepare for my weekly teaching and prayerfully watch for opportunities to be used 
by Him. The passive, yet extremely important, aspect of daily trust involves rejecting fears 
that I might be missing opportunities. Personally, I have had less difficulty actively 
cooperating with God’s work than passively trusting Him with the results. But, in the words 
of Dane Ortlund, “To help the Gospel is to lose the Gospel.”vi  
 
To “live by the Spirit” is to be free from obligation to works – to know that God has declared 
me pleasing in His sight and given me a new identity in Christ. It is to see myself as a new 
person – someone who is destined to be transformed, as a child of God, into an eternal and 
glorious creature, and then to make daily choices as a result of knowing that this is my new 
identity. In Ortlund’s words, we live from our new identity as a son or daughter of God, not 
for a new identity as a son or daughter of God (as if to earn it. It is to live from the heart of 
Christ, not for the heart of Christ; from the smile of God, not for the smile of God. vii    
 
A final illustration from Ortlund: “Picture a twelve-year-old boy growing up in a healthy, 
loving family. As he matures, through no fault of his parents he finds himself trying to figure 
out how to really assure himself a place in the family. One week he tries to create a new birth 
certificate for himself. The next week he determines to spend all his extra time scrubbing the 
kitchen clean. The following week he determines to do all he can to imitate his dad. One day 
his parents question his strange behavior. ‘I’m just doing all I can to secure my place in the 
family, guys!’ How would his father respond? ‘Calm yourself, my dear son! There’s nothing 
you could possibly do to earn your place among us. You are our son. Period. You didn’t do 
anything at the start to get into our family, and you can’t do anything now to get out of our 
family. Live your life knowing your sonship is settled and irreversible.” viii   
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Conclusion 

 
We began with the question of true inner freedom. Have we come to Christ by grace through 
faith only to try and live the Christian life relying on our own strength? If so, it is little 
wonder that we often trudge along as if we are carrying the weight of the world on our 
shoulders! Jesus said, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and 
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is 
light.” (Matthew 11:29). The Gospel is a proclamation of true freedom. It is for freedom that 
Christ has set us free. And if He has set us free, then we are free indeed.  
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