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Martin Luther and the
Letter to the Galatians

versary of the Protestant Reformation. The Protestant Reformation was a great

religious awakening. It started in the 16th century. Its goal was to change the
Roman Catholic Church for the better. That change led to the creation of the Protestant
churches. Martin Luther was at the center of the changes started by the Protestant
Reformation. The Holy Spirit guided him. With the Spirit’s help, Luther brought to mil-
lions of people important Bible truths that long had been hidden.

One could argue that the Reformation itself was “born” out of the pages of Galatians
and Romans. In fact, Luther was reading Galatians when he first came to under-
stand the good news of being saved by faith. This great truth started the Protestant
Reformation. The Reformation freed millions of people from hundreds and hundreds
of years of wrong teachings about the Bible. Luther was changed by what he read in
Galatians. And the world has never been the same since.

Seventh-day Adventists also owe a lot to the book of Galatians. E. J. Waggoner and
A. T. Jones were two early Adventist thought leaders and Bible thinkers. They studied
Galatians. And they used what they learned there to help the Adventist Church in the
1880s and 1890s to understand the truth about being saved by faith and faith alone.

What made Galatians such an important part—or backbone—of the Protestant
Reformation? Why does this book of the Bible continue to touch the hearts of so many
today? The answer is that Galatians deals with ideas that are important to the Christian
soul. It does so in a way no book of the Bible does. Paul wrote the book of Galatians in
the form of a letter. In this letter, Paul asks the age-old question: How can sinful humans
be made right before a holy and just God? This question, more than any other, set
Martin Luther on the path toward change. And Luther never turned back.

Of course, other books of the Bible deal with some of the same ideas that are found
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in Galatians. Romans is one such book, for example. But Galatians is different. It says
a lot more in fewer words. At the same time, its rich ideas are written in a way that is
both personal and full of deep feeling. And so, even today, it touches hearts that are
open to the Spirit of God.

It is true that Paul’s letter to the Galatians speaks to us in a personal way. But our
understanding and our ability to appreciate his words will deepen even more when we
become aware of why and when Paul wrote his letter. Many Bible thinkers believe that
Galatians may be the earliest of Paul’s letters. It was written in A.D. 49, shortly after the
famous Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). So it may be the
oldest piece of Christian writing known.

Both the letter to the Galatians and the book of Acts .
show the fierce battle going on in the early church. These In Galat'ans’
battles help us understand why Paul wrote his letter to WaGUIER:-BLCRUL]
the Galatians. Different groups in the church in Galatia question: How
fought one another over what it meant to be saved. One .
such group was known as the Judaizers. The Judaizers JRECLUESTIEIL= £
taught that non-Jews who accepted Jesus had to do two [ eY-WagE o[> right
things (Acts 15:1). First, non-Jewish believers had to be
circumcised. To be circumcised means that the skin at before God?
the end of the sex organ of a man or a boy is cut off. And
second, the Judaizers taught that non-Jewish believers
must follow the laws of Moses. In other words, the Judaizers said that faith alone was
not enough to save a person. So it is no surprise what the Judaizers did when Paul
started a church of non-dewish believers in Galatia. The Judaizers traveled there “to fix
things.”

Word of this problem reached Paul. He took action right away. He felt very upset over
the situation. He understood that the Judaizers were teaching a false gospel. It was a
gospel of faith and works. It threatened to weaken the work of Christ. So Paul wrote the
Galatians a strong defense of the gospel. He used the most powerful words possible.
And he exposed this false teaching for what it really was: salvation by works.

This quarter’s Bible study guide invites us to journey with Paul as he begs the
Galatians to be true to Jesus. It also gives us a chance to think about our own under-
standing of the truths of salvation. These great truths are the same ones that opened
the way for Martin Luther to break the power of Rome. And they helped Luther to bring
to light the truths of the Bible that had been hidden long in darkness.

Carl Cosaert, PhD, is a professor of biblical studies. He teaches at Walla Walla
University in College Place, Washington.




