
Letter to the Galatians 
Study 1: Turning to a Different Gospel

Galatians 1:1-10

The apostle Paul’s letter to the Galatians was written to address a crisis among 
the congregation that had begun to take place shortly after Paul left that 
particular region himself. The crisis? The believers were “deserting” the gospel 
of Christ that had been taught to them by the apostle himself and were “turning 
to” a false gospel message being taught by false teachers from within the 
church. To make matters worse, these false teachers were also questioning the 
integrity of Paul’s calling and ministry as an “apostle” of Christ. Therefore, 
Paul’s passionate concern is revealed through the strong language that he uses 
throughout this letter, and he immediately begins by addressing two big things 
that have been called into question - his apostleship and his gospel. 

In order for us to better understand his defense concerning the truthfulness of 
his gospel message, we need to first understand the importance of Paul 
defending his apostleship. Paul introduces himself as:

Paul, an apostle—not from men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and 
God the Father, who raised him from the dead. (v. 1:1)

Paul declares immediately that his authority as an apostle has come directly 
from God Himself. He wasn’t ordained by the church or given some sort of 
invitation to join the disciples. Paul didn’t simply wake up one day and decide 
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to enter into full-time ministry. He was called directly by God Himself through 
a supernatural encounter with the resurrected Christ (Acts 9:1-19).

An ‘apostle’ was the title given to those who were personally chosen, called and 
commissioned by Christ to speak and teach on His behalf. An apostle’s message 
was not the result of his study, research or personal reflection. The apostles’ 
message was given to them directly by God Himself. Their words are regarded 
as Scripture because their words are regarded as the very words of God. 

In a way, it’s like when a manager asks a player to present the line-up card to 
the umpire at home plate. That player has been given a special authority to 
declare the lineup on behalf of the manager. The player didn’t make the lineup. 
He’s simply delivering what was delivered to him by his manager. 

Therefore, we can begin to understand the importance of Paul defending his 
authority as an actual apostle of Christ. He was chosen, called and 
commissioned to speak Christ’s message on Christ’s authority. Questioning 
Paul’s authority could easily lead people to question his message. He defends 
his authority in order to defend the authenticity of his message.
 
Have you ever viewed the words of Paul as being inferior to the words of Christ 
found in the Bible? Do you regard Christ’s words that are recorded in Scripture 
as more important than Paul’s words recorded in his New Testament letters?  

While on earth, Christ spoke on His own authority. After ascending out of this 
earth and into the presence of God, Christ gave His appointed apostles the 
authority to speak on His behalf. The words of the apostles found in the Bible 
carry the same weight as if Christ Himself was the one who spoke them.
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That being understood, we ought to be aware that not just anybody could be 
considered an apostle. And to deny the apostleship of an actual apostle was to 
deny the message of Christ Himself. This was a supernatural and unique 
calling, and it was reserved for the handful of men during that particular time 
in history. There has been no Christ-appointed apostles ever since.

So after we’ve come to understand the importance of his apostleship, now we 
can begin to better understand the importance of not “deserting” his message. 
Although his entire letter is devoted to redelivering the truths of the gospel, 
here in his introduction, Paul immediately provides a quick but fairly 
comprehensive breakdown concerning the true gospel of Christ. He writes:   

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave 
himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to the will of 

our God and Father, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen.

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of 
Christ and are turning to a different gospel—not that there is another one, but there are 

some who trouble you and want to distort the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an 
angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, 
let him be accursed. As we have said before, so now I say again: If anyone is preaching to 

you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let him be accursed. (v. 1:3-9)

❖ Question #1: What is a ‘gospel’? What are the only ways in which you can 
respond to hearing a ‘gospel’? What is the difference between religious-
moralism and the true gospel of Christ as taught by the apostles?
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The word ‘gospel’ means ‘good news’ but in a magnified sense. It’s a proclamation 
of an event in history that’s life-altering for the recipients who hear it. “A gospel 
is an announcement of something that has happened in history, something that’s been 
done for you that changes your status forever.”  It’s an announcement of news. And 1

it’s precisely this that sets Christianity apart from every other world religion. 
Whereas a religion focuses on advice and instruction, Christianity is simply 
news. 

All other world religions teach that Heaven or Nirvana or eternal Paradise is 
achieved through our own efforts to do good and to do what’s right. However, 
Christianity teaches that our only hope for such an eternal state is not in what 
we can do but only through our faith in what Someone else has already done. 
That ‘Someone’ is Jesus Christ and what He did by offering Himself as a human 
sacrifice for the sins of man.

This is fundamental to the Christian faith. Do you view the Bible as a message 
of instruction or as a proclamation of good news? The Bible is not a religious 
book on how to live your life differently; it is a revelation of look what 
happened in human history that affects your life drastically. 

But as we see here in this letter, the gospel of Christ has been misunderstood 
and misrepresented throughout history. Therefore, many people find themselves 
either failing to believe the cross was necessary (irreligion) or failing to believe 
that it was all that was needed (religion). 

We simply struggle with the simplicity of believing that what Christ did was an 
actual event in human history and does in fact have real consequences today. 

  Timothy Keller, King’s Cross, (Redeemer CityNet: 2011) 15.1
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Religious or not religious we all have this tendency and a desire to be our own 
savior in life. Therefore, just like the Galatians, we too are prone to “turn to a 
different gospel” (a different message about the meaning and purpose of life) that 
puts ourselves in the driver’s seat of controlling our own destiny.

And while there are many false gospel messages that fit our desire for control, 
the unrelenting reality is that there’s only one true gospel message, and it was 
given to the appointed apostles of Christ once and for all.

❖ Question #2: What are some ways in which believers desert the true gospel 
message? What are some ways in which non-believers desert the true gospel 
message? What makes the true gospel an unchangeable and unalterable 
message? 

So what is the true gospel message preached by the apostles of Christ and what 
was this false gospel that the Galatians were “turning to” instead?

Well, we get a brief but sufficient summary of the true gospel message in three 
very specific phrases found in Paul’s introduction to his letter (v. 3-5): 

First, we are told that Christ “gave Himself”. Christ “gave Himself” as a human 
sacrifice for the sins of man. Therefore, we must rightly understand that His 
death was not simply a display of His love or an inspiring example of His 
heroic humility. Christ was born for that moment. His purpose and reason for 
living was to die as a sin-offering to God for us on our behalf. 
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Next, we are told that He gave Himself “to deliver us”. A foundational element 
to your understanding of the gospel is to first and foremost understand that you 
need to be delivered (or rescued). The gospel of Christ is good news about how 
we’ve been rescued. 

Perhaps, this is where the gospel loses many of us. We simply fail to feel our 
need to be rescued. Life seems fine so we fail to feel our real need for a Savior.

Jesus is a not just a great teacher; He’s a Rescuer. His teaching alone doesn’t 
save anybody. He saves. A manual on “How-to-Swim” doesn’t save a person 
from drowning. Only someone who sacrifices their own safety by jumping in 
the water with you can save you from drowning. And Christ sacrificed more 
than His safety. He sacrificed His life. He came down from heaven and into this 
world with us in order to rescue us from the wrath of God’s judgement which is 
the predetermined penalty for our sin. Christ has rescued us from our curse and 
condemnation brought on by our sin.  

And then we are told that all of this was done “according to the will of our God and 
Father”. This sacrifice of Christ as a sin-offering and His rescue of us from the 
curse of sin was done because God desired for it to be done. It’s not something 
we asked for. God planned it long before we even realized we needed it. The 
only reason that this has happened is because God wanted it to happen. 
Salvation is a gift from God given to us for no other reason other than the fact 
that He desired to give it to us.

“The gospel says you are more sinful and flawed than you ever dared believe, but more 
accepted and loved than you ever dared hope.”2

 Timothy Keller2
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This is incredibly good news. This is the gospel of Christ. And this is the gospel 
preached by the apostles of Christ. So what was this false gospel that the 
Galatians were “turning to” instead? 

Well, we begin to learn more about this false gospel as Paul’s letter unfolds, but 
basically a group of teachers from within the church in Galatia known as the 
Judaizers were preaching that true Christians must also practice all the 
ceremonial customs of the Old Testament (O.T.) Law in order to be completely 
pleasing to God. In particular, the ceremonial custom of circumcision was 
taught as a requirement for anyone who professed to be a Christian. The 
Judaizers were proclaiming that unless you’re circumcised according to the O.T. 
custom, you cannot truly be saved (Acts 15:1).

Why circumcision? Circumcision was one of the distinguishing marks of being 
one of God’s chosen people under the O.T. Law given to Moses. So in essence, 
this “different gospel” taught that you must believe in Christ for salvation, but 
then you must also conform to this particular religious system and custom in 
order to complete your salvation. 

And therein lies the problem. Any teaching of Christ or Christianity that 
declares a person must do something for salvation on top of what Christ has 
already done is teaching a different gospel than the gospel of Christ.

We need to be aware of this reality: Not every teaching that teaches the cross of 
Christ is teaching the true gospel of Christ. That is what’s unique about the 
gospel message. Any attempt to add to it changes the message entirely. The 
moment you revise the gospel is the moment you’ve reversed it’s message.3

 Timothy Keller, Galatians For You, (The Good Book Company: 2013) 23.3
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We also need to be aware of this reality: Those who cause the most trouble for 
the church are not those who oppose the church from the outside. It’s not 
necessarily those who ridicule or persecute the church that cause the most 
trouble. It’s those who trouble it from the inside by altering and therefore 
distorting the message of the true gospel of Christ. Nobody hurts the church 
more than false teachers who teach false messages in the name of Christ and 
Christianity.

❖ Question #3: In what way does changing or adding to the gospel message 
change it completely? In what ways do those within the church pose the 
biggest threat to the life of the church?

The distortion of the gospel is such a serious matter and serious threat to the life 
of the church that the apostle twice states that anyone who preaches a gospel 
contrary to the gospel delivered by the apostles ought to be accursed (literally 
“rejected by God”). He even includes himself as if he was saying, “Even if I come 
to you and teach you something contrary to what I originally taught you then let me be 
accursed for doing so.” In doing this, the apostle is declaring the way in which the 
gospel authenticates the church; the church doesn’t authenticate the gospel. 

This may lead some of us to wonder whether or not this kind of comment made 
by the apostle is too harsh? Is this just an emotional outburst and overreaction? 

Absolutely not. The glory of Christ was at stake. To add to what Christ 
accomplished is equal to implying that what Christ did through the cross was 
incomplete and needed to be improved. (Imagine actually saying that?)
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This is why Paul later writes that if salvation comes from what we can do then 
Christ died for nothing (Galatians 2:21). Paul’s not addressing some difference 
of opinion concerning matters of the faith. He’s addressing the foundational 
basis on which the Christian faith stands. He’s not wishing that those who hold 
false views be accursed, but those who are deliberately teaching these false 
views and misleading others. To get the gospel message wrong is a costly error.

Now in the midst of our culture today, this kind of strong language seems very 
narrow-minded and intolerant. To desire that those who teach a false gospel 
message about Christ would suffer the judgement of God is definitely not 
politically correct language and many of us may have a hard time accepting the 
apostle Paul’s use of such strong language here in this passage. However, we 
might want to consider the following:

If we had a greater concern for the glory and honor of Christ and a greater love 
for the souls of the people around us, would we probably not find ourselves 
speaking with more bold conviction and urgency like the apostle does here? It is 
simply a deep love for Christ and a deep love for others that leads Paul to speak 
so harshly. Often, we mistakenly assume that we are more loving because we 
are more tolerant when the opposite is in fact true. True love loves passionately. 
 
There’s only one true gospel message, and it was given to the appointed 
apostles of Christ once and for all. Deserting this message and turning to a 
different message is the most devastating decision a person can make in life. If 
we’re putting our hope in what we are doing now to earn God’s favor then 
we’re rejecting what He’s already done through the work of Christ. Heaven is 
not a matter of ‘being good’ or ‘being anything in particular’. It’s a matter of 
‘being saved’. 

LETTER TO THE GALATIANS - STUDY 1: TURNING TO A DIFFERENT GOSPEL                                  "9



The true gospel is the good news of what God’s done in human history to save 
us. It’s already been done. The work of Christ is a finished work. There is 
nothing left for us to complete. Even on the cross, Christ cried out with His last 
breath that, “It is finished”. God Himself, gave Himself in order to deliver us 
from His judgement of sin. Our only hope for heaven is to take all of our chips 
and place them solely on what God’s already done through the work of Christ. 

And a good measure of our Christian condition is whether we believe this news 
to be the most thrilling thing we’ve ever heard in our life of not? Has this gospel 
proven itself to be life-altering for you or not?

❖ Question #4: In what ways does your understanding of the gospel impact 
your life daily? In what ways might we be able to show greater concern for 
the gospel and therefore greater concern for the glory and honor of Christ? 
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Summary Statements:

❖ Christianity, at its core, is simply news about what God has done in human 
history.

❖ There’s only one true gospel message, and it was given to the appointed apostles 
of Christ once and for all.

❖ Nobody hurts the church more than false teachers who teach false messages in the 
name of Christ and Christianity.

❖ Heaven is not a matter of ‘being good’ or ‘being anything in particular’. It’s a 
matter of ‘being saved’.


