‘How and why does Paul defend his status as an Apostle to Jesus in his letter to the Galatians’

Why Paul defended his status as an apostle of Jesus to the Galatians has its roots in what was reported to be happening in Galatia at the time. Paul’s letter to the Galatians can be seen by some as a letter of mercy. A letter which the main theme may be summed up as back to basics.
Throughout the book of Galatians, we read a recurrent theme where the people of Galatia had possibly been under Jewish Law, however, after a missionary journey that Paul undertook, it would appear people in Galatia had started following the teachings of Jesus as re-told by Paul.
Why does Paul defend his status as an apostle
To answer the question of why Paul defends his status as an apostle to Jesus, one potentially may have to look at who Paul was, where he was from and what he became.
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[footnoteRef:1] Figure 1 [1:  archaeological sites of Anatolia and northern Syria, Encyclopædia Britannica, [Accessed10 August 2024] Anatolia | Definition, History, Map, People, & Facts | Britannica] 

Paul originally came from Tarsus, in Asia Minor, which is modern day Turkey. Surprisingly, the letter to the Galatians were to churches that Paul planted that were close by to where he was from. These churches were in places that included Antioch; Iconium; Lystra; and Derbe.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Douglas J. Moo, Ralph P. Martin, Julie L.Wu; Zondervan illustrated Bible background commentary, Romans, Galatians; Zondervan (2002, Grand Rapids) ] 

One reason why Paul may have had to defend his status as an Apostle to Jesus is because he knew who the letter was directed at. The letter to the Galatians was directed to a people who had only recently become Christians in a way we would understand that term today.[footnoteRef:3] As they were new converts, they would have needed guidance, support, and encouragement to stay in the way that they had been taught. However, something had gone awry. Evidence for this can be read in Galatians where Paul says: “…after beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort...” (Galatians 3.3). Reading this verse makes one think how did they go from starting in the Spirit to now trying to attain their goal on their own? Paul refers to “some people” who had been preaching a different gospel. (Galatians 1.7) The “Gospel” that was being preached that Paul refers to is not different in verbiage; it was not alternative; rather it was, in Paul’s eyes, the antagonist to the message that he had preached. It was so at variance to the one that Paul preached that if he had accepted it and “gave it his blessing”, he would have been condemned as well.[footnoteRef:4](Galatians 1.9). The message that was being taught was one of Pauls’ former life, circumcision and following the law of Moses. Upon hearing this, Paul, in his letter, may be trying to exert his authority in response to a feeling of his authority being questioned.[footnoteRef:5] It would appear unlikely that Paul was exerting his authority in this instance out of a feeling of inferiority. Rather, E.P Sanders words echo a feeling that may well have been in Paul’s mind as he was writing his letter to the Galatians. Sanders says that getting in (Christianity) was not the problem; it was staying in that proved to be an issue of contention and confusion for the people of Galatia.[footnoteRef:6] It is understandable how impressionable those people could have been, believing that a people preaching that in order to do right by God, they would have to follow the law of Moses and get circumcised. Apart from being New Believers, why would the people of Galatia fall for a teaching that was so different from the one they had been taught by Paul? [3:  Douglas Moo, Andreas Kostenberger, 2021, A Theology of Paul and his Letters, Zondervan Academic, https://www.perlego.com/book/2375157 [Accessed 17August 2024]]  [4:  Douglas Moo, Ralph P. Martin, Julie L. Wu, Zondervan illustrated Bible background commentary, Romans and Galatians, (2002, Grand Rapids) p.106. ]  [5:  Douglas Moo, Andreas Kostenberger, 2021, A Theology of Paul and his Letters, Zondervan Academic, https://www.perlego.com/book/2375157 [Accessed 17August 2024]]  [6:  Moo, Kostenberger, https://www.perlego.com/book/2375157 [Accessed 17August 2024]] 

Could a reason why the people of Galatia fell for a teaching of circumcision rest on their knowledge of who Paul was? Paul says in Galatians; “…you have heard of my former life in Judaism, how fervently I persecuted the church and tried to destroy it”. (Galatians 1.13) What was Paul’s former life? We find insight from the book of Philippians. Paul confesses that he was a Jew’s Jew. He was brought up following the law by being circumcised on the 8th day as was the custom, he was a Pharisee so he was taught the Law and would have taught and challenged others. He followed the law strictly and therefore he gained righteousness from that, and lastly, he persecuted the church (Philippians 3. 4-6). Considering this information, it is understandable how the people addressed in the letter to the Galatians could have put two and two together, hearing about Paul’s life and what they were being taught about circumcision, they probably assumed that this teaching was correct, and Paul would agree. When read like this, it is possible to conclude that the people who were delivering this teaching may have been Jewish-Christian missionaries; upon hearing what the people of Galatia had been taught they proceeded to add what they believed was right in addition too, or as a correction to what Paul had originally taught them.[footnoteRef:7] Understandably then, Paul would need to defend his status as an Apostle of Christ to lend what he says authority and genuineness and guide them back to the teaching that he gave them. The reason for defending his status as an apostle of Jesus to the Galatians is because he knew the spiritual risks of trying to be justified by the law of Moses through circumcision. In his letter, Paul states that “…any man who lets himself be circumcised is obligated to follow the whole law…”. (Galatians 5.3) [7:   Moo, Kostenberger, https://www.perlego.com/book/2375157 [Accessed 17August 2024]
] 

Another reason why Paul may have had to defend his status as an Apostle of Jesus to the Galatians could be something parallel to what Jesus went through in the book of Matthew. In chapter 13, Jesus went to his hometown where he started to preach the Gospel. Here, he was not met with the same reception he received elsewhere. The old saying that familiarity breeding contempt was certainly at play here, as the people of his hometown of Nazareth took offence at his teaching (Matthew 13.57). Could Paul have faced the same problem when he went to plant churches and preach the gospel in Asia Minor? Could the people there just not accept what he taught since they knew him and what he was? Evidence for this could be attributed to Pauls’ emphatic opening in Galatians. Nowhere else in Pauline theology does Paul hit the ground running with information about who he is, what he is, and on who’s authority he has come in (Galatians 1.1).
How does Paul defend his status as an Apostle to Jesus in his letter to the Galatians
After looking at why Paul defended his status as an apostle to Jesus in his letter to the Galatians, we will now investigate how he did so.
One way Paul may have defended his position as an Apostle may be in the way the letter to the Galatians was constructed. It is known that different forms of Rhetoric were used, some of them being Forensic, Deliberative and Epideictic.[footnoteRef:8] Looking at the way the letter has been constructed, it could be argued that the form takes a Forensic and Deliberative nature.  [8:  Douglas Moo, Andreas Kostenberger, A theology of Paul and his letters, (202, Zondervan academic) https://www.perlego.com/book/2375157 [Accessed 18August 2024] ] 

Forensic rhetoric, recognised for criticizing and defending past activity, may be a technique that Paul used when first admonishing the people of Galatia for deserting the message that Paul preached regarding salvation through faith. Questioning why they are now observing certain events, such as special years, days and months; Paul goes on to proclaim that he fears he has wasted his time. (Galatians 4.10-11) In contrast, Paul defends the genuineness of the message he preached by stating that he would not be a servant of Christ had he wanted people to like him. (Galatians 1.10). 
Driving home the genuineness of the gospel that he preached, he distances himself from the other Apostles. He does this so the people of Galatians recognise him as an authority; sent by God; not trying to make disciples after himself to feather his own cap but win the souls for Christ. We see the first evidence for this in Galatians 1.1. Paul starts his letter by identifying who he is, an Apostle. However, we may get a glimpse of the doubt; questioning; and confusion, experienced by the people of Galatians as we continue to read Pauls’ words after identifying himself as an Apostle. Paul goes onto say “not sent by men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ…” (Galatians 1.1). This is the first instance of Paul repudiating the notion that he is in some way a subordinate to the other Apostles; simply a message carrier.
Paul further clarifies this point by stating that “…I did not consult any man…nor see the Apostles before me…” (Galatians 1.16-17). By stating this, Paul is confirming that he did not seek approval from the Apostles regarding his call, rather he did consult them only for clarification that what he was preaching was theologically correct (Galatians 2.2).[footnoteRef:9]  [9:   Douglas J. Moo, Ralph P. Martin, Julie L.Wu; Zondervan illustrated Bible background commentary, Romans, Galatians; Zondervan (2002, Grand Rapids) p.108] 

The deliberative nature of his letter, which in this instance is intended to either persuade or dissuade people from following a course of action,[footnoteRef:10]starts with illuminating the people that appear to be preaching a gospel that is throwing the Galatians into confusion, then quite shockingly Paul declares that:  [10:  Douglas Moo, Andreas Kostenberger, 2021, A Theology of Paul and his Letters, Zondervan Academic, https://www.perlego.com/book/2375157 [Accessed 17August 2024]] 

“If anyone is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned” (Galatians 1.9). The possible reason why Paul was so adamant about this stems from the theology of Galatians chapter 3 and Genesis 15. The covenant made by God with Abram in Genesis 15 preceded the covenant of circumcision. Theologically speaking, faith came before the law as it is written in Genesis 15 “…Abram believed the Lord, and He (God) credited it to him as righteousness…” (Genesis 15.6).[footnoteRef:11]Therefore, Paul was conveying to the Galatians as earnestly as possible that those who believe are children of Abraham; becoming circumcised was not a requirement. This could be the very reason why Paul wrote in Galatians 3 that: [11:  Elliot Wright, W. Mark, Hafemann, and others, Galatians and Christian Theology, (2014, Baker Academic) https://www.perlego.com/book/2051073 [Accessed 17th August 2024]] 

“All who rely on observing the law are under a curse…” and “cursed is everyone who does not follow everything in the book of the law” (Galatians 3.10).
Paul, from his former life in Judaism, knew the requirements that the law placed on an individual, and it is not clear whether the Galatians would have been fully aware and understood the implications of becoming circumcised. The reason we find that they may not have been aware is from Galatians 5. Paul writes, in big letters, that the only reason those who profess you must be circumcised only do so to boast about their good works (Galatians 5.13).
In conclusion, Paul defended his status as an Apostle of Christ for varying reasons. To ensure that no-one would be able to claim that Paul was just a messenger for the other Apostles; to warn people not to be snared by others into becoming enslaved to the law of Moses; by faith, believers are already children of Abraham; and like Abraham, The Galatians would be made righteous by their faith in Jesus.
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