Paul’s Defence as an Apostle to the Galatians
This essay aims to examine why and how the Apostle Paul defended his apostolic status in his letter to the Galatians. Paul’s letter is written as a strong response to the conflict that was arising within the early Christian movement. Written in response to a dispute over the identity of Gentile believers and the significance of Jewish law, the letter defends Paul’s gospel message and his authority in proclaiming it. A significant part of this conflict is Paul’s status as a legitimate apostle. Paul writes that the gospel he proclaims possesses genuine authority, showing that the issue wasn’t simply with Paul’s personal reputation; if his status as an apostle is questioned, then so is the validity of the message he proclaims. Paul defends his status as a legitimate apostle through several arguments. He states that his apostleship originated directly from Jesus Christ through divine revelation, rather than any human appointment. He also argues for his independence from the other apostles in Jerusalem, while stating that they recognised his mission. Finally, he relates his authority to the preservation of the gospel, justified by faith.
Understanding why this defence was required is of importance before examining Paul’s defence of his apostleship. Paul’s apostleship came under attack due to his opponents rejecting the Gospel that he preached. Paul states to the Galatians that they are turning to a different gospel, and that others are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ (Gal 1:6-7). This highlights how Paul does not view this as a simple disagreement, but as an outright rejection of the gospel of Christ. F.F Bruce argues that the message accepted by the Galatians constituted a “different gospel”, and therefore, “no gospel at all”, as the true gospel is centred on “justification by faith apart from works of the law”[footnoteRef:1]. This demonstrates the seriousness of the conflict, as acceptance of an alternative message not only challenges Paul’s teachings, but also the authority of the apostle through whom the teaching was delivered. The main issue that the competing message brought regards the concern as to whether Gentile believers were required to adhere to Jewish practices, in particular, circumcision, demonstrating that the disagreement was not simply over rituals, but over how individuals became God’s people. This demonstrates that Paul’s opponents are contesting his teachings, which Paul believed he had received through divine revelation from Christ. Further to this, by undermining Paul’s teachings of the gospel, his opponents are declaring that Paul is not a true apostle; if his ministry is not rooted in the words of Christ, then he too is a false teacher. Therefore, if Paul is to defend his theology, he must first defend his authority, as he does in his letter to the Galatians. Therefore, Paul’s defence of his apostleship is necessary, as the legitimacy of his gospel depends upon the legitimacy of the apostle who proclaims it. Paul’s use of harsh language reflects the crisis that he saw among the Galatians, rather than from personal frustration. James A. Fowler argues that Paul’s response comes from a pastoral love for the Galatian Christians, fearing that they were abandoning the gospel[footnoteRef:2]. Therefore, Paul’s concern is not that the Galatians have altered their beliefs, but that by abandoning the gospel that he proclaimed, they question the authority through which it was preached. [1:  F. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Galatians (The Paternoster Press, 1998), p. 122.]  [2:  James A. Fowler, The Gospel versus Religion (C.I.Y Publishing, 2006), p. 27. ] 

Paul’s first defence of his apostleship is that his authority originates from Christ rather than any human appointment. Evidence of this stems from the first sentence of Galatians, “Paul, an apostle—sent not from men nor by a man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father” (Gal 1:1). This one sentence embodies Paul’s defence of his status as an apostle. Paul deliberately announces his title in his introduction, claiming not only to be an apostle, but explaining the source of his apostleship. Paul’s claim of “sent not from men nor by a man” rejects the idea that his authority depends on human approval. As Bruce notes, Paul’s commission was derived “neither ‘from men’ as its ultimate source, nor ‘through man’ as its channel”[footnoteRef:3]. James D.G. Dunn notes that the abruptness of this correction “indicates a degree of agitation and sense of urgency on his part”[footnoteRef:4], suggesting that Paul saw this distinction as foundational to his defence. This demonstrates that Paul’s opening statement is more than a formal introduction; instead, it is a deliberate defence against accusations that his authority was given by man.  [3:  Bruce, Galatians, p. 71.]  [4:  James D.G. Dunn, The Epistle to the Galatians (A & C Black, 1993), p. 25.] 

Paul develops this argument further by clarifying that the gospel that he proclaims did not originate from human sources: “I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel I preached is not of human origin. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ.” (Gal 1:11-12). Dunn argues that “the origin and authority for the gospel lie solely in God”[footnoteRef:5]. It is important to note that Paul’s argument is not simply that he never received any information from other Christians, but that the authority and origin of his gospel did not depend on human teachers. Further to this, Dunn notes that Paul is not rejecting teaching itself, but is closing any possibility that his gospel’s authority could be traced back to human instruction.[footnoteRef:6]. Paul’s defence here is that his commission originated independently from any human authority, and although he was not one of Jesus’ original disciples, his authority comes from revelation rather than human transmission. Dunn argues that “revelation” refers to “a disclosure given from heaven, with heavenly authority”[footnoteRef:7]. This reinforces Paul’s claim that his gospel is not simply an interpretation of Jesus’ teachings, but is a message received directly from Christ. Therefore, Paul’s defence of his apostleship derives from the connection between his apostolic authority, his gospel, and the revelation received from Christ. [5:  Dunn, Epistle, p. 52. ]  [6:  Dunn, Epistle, p. 53.]  [7:  Dunn, Epistle, p. 53.] 

Having established that Paul’s apostleship originated from Christ rather than human sources, Paul then demonstrates that his independence from human commissioning did not put him in opposition to the other apostles. Instead, his encounters with leaders in Jerusalem show that not only was his apostolic authority received independently, but it was then recognised by influential figures within the early Christian movement. After describing the revelation through which he received the gospel, he tells of his first visit to Jerusalem, where he met Cephas after three years (Gal 1:18). This is significant to his claim of divine revelation leading to his gospel, as Paul did not immediately head to Jerusalem after receiving his revelation; instead, he had received the gospel years before meeting Cephas. Bruce highlights Paul’s mention of “three years” before his visit “implies that in this interval he had already begun his apostolic ministry without any authorization… on the part of the Jerusalem leaders”, and that the “fifteen days” spent with Cephas matter predominantly because “it was important for Paul to get to know the leader of the original apostles”; not to be instructed by him[footnoteRef:8]. Paul deliberately includes these details to acknowledge that while he did have contact with Cephas, it would have been unlikely that he received his apostolic authority from him. Dunn argues that Paul “avoided any word which might be taken to mean that he had been commissioned by Peter or that Peter was the real source or authority for his gospel… He went up as an equal… to make his acquaintance”[footnoteRef:9] This is important, as it shows how Paul went to Cephas as an equal, rather than in an attempt to prove superiority; Instead, Paul was proving his independence. [8:  Bruce, Galatians, p. 97-99.]  [9:  Dunn, Epistle, p. 73.] 

Paul’s first visit to Jerusalem demonstrated that his authority did not originate from Jerusalem, but his later visit demonstrated that the apostles in Jerusalem recognised his legitimacy. Paul’s second visit to Jerusalem provided further evidence that his apostleship did not depend upon human approval; this is evident in the example of Titus. Titus was a Gentile Christian, who was brought to Jerusalem by Paul. The central dispute concerned whether Gentiles were required to adopt Jewish practices, in particular circumcision, to be fully recognised as God’s people. “Titus, who was with me, was not compelled to be circumcised” (Gal 2:3). Paul’s deliberate inclusion of Titus provides evidence that his gospel did not require Gentile converts to undergo circumcision. If Jerusalem believed that circumcision was necessary, Titus would have been required to undergo it. Instead, Titus remained uncircumcised, a demonstration that Paul’s gospel was accepted. Bruce argues that “if any one was disposed to argue that Gentile converts should be circumcised, Titus was a test case”[footnoteRef:10]. This means that Titus was not simply a personal example; he represented a wider theological dispute surrounding the question of Gentiles and Jewish law. This further demonstrates how Paul’s understanding of the Gospel was accepted in Jerusalem, as the apostles did not correct his teachings. Titus’s significance therefore is not simply on the question of Gentile circumcision; rather, it demonstrates how Paul’s gospel was viewed by the Jerusalem apostles as legitimate. Rather than the apostles correcting Paul’s teachings, they confirmed that his divinely received gospel was consistent with the wider apostolic message. [10:  Bruce, Galatians, p. 111.] 

Further demonstration of the legitimacy of Paul’s apostolic mission is given through the “right hand of fellowship” given by James, Cephas, and John (Gal 2:9). This is a significant event, as these were some of the most influential figures in the Jerusalem church, and while Paul’s opponents challenge his legitimacy, these significant figures instead give Paul both acceptance and partnership. The right hand of fellowship is described by Dunn as representing “a formal agreement, clearly set out, and not simply a private arrangement or vague expression of good will”[footnoteRef:11]. Therefore, this was a significant act by James, Cephas, and John, as they were not simply allowing Paul to continue his mission, but were publicly recognising the validity of his mission. It is important to note that the recognition given by these figures did not undermine Paul’s claim that his apostleship originated from Christ. The Jerusalem apostles did not commission Paul; rather, they acknowledged the legitimacy of his mission received through divine revelation. Therefore, Paul’s encounter with the Jerusalem apostles strengthens his defence of apostleship: his authority was independent of human appointment; however, his gospel was recognised by the wider apostolic community. This allowed Paul to defend his origin of divine authority, and the legitimacy of his Gentile mission. [11:  Dunn, Epistle, p. 110.
] 

In conclusion, Paul’s defence of his status as an apostle stems from the rejection of his gospel by opponents, and by extension, also challenging the legitimacy of the authority through which it was proclaimed. Paul’s defence came from a theological standpoint, rather than a personal one, with Paul believing that any attack on his apostleship was inseparable from attacks on the gospel itself. Paul defended his apostleship in three distinct ways: first, Paul argued that both his gospel and apostleship originated directly from Christ through divine revelation, rather than human appointment. Secondly, he demonstrated that he was independent from the Jerusalem apostles; however, his mission was recognised and affirmed by early members of the church. Finally, Paul used these arguments to demonstrate that his authority relied on divine commissioning, as opposed to human approval, reinforcing the legitimacy of his ministry to the Gentiles. Therefore, Paul’s defence was not motivated by a concern for his reputation or personal ambition. Instead, he believed that if his apostleship was questioned, then the gospel of justification by faith would also be undermined. Paul therefore presents the defence of his apostleship not as a personal autobiography, but as a theological argument that establishes the divine authority of both the messenger and the message. As his authority was given by Christ, the gospel that he proclaims demands the same authority.
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