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 Some Aspects of Galatians (2)

Correlating Galatians with Acts

One of the topics which is considered to have a great bearing on our Galatian Question is the problem of correlating the events described in Acts with Paul’s own account of his conversion and his subsequent visits to Jerusalem as described in Galatians 1:11—2:10. (Acts describes several such visits of Paul to Jerusalem: the first one after his conversion is described is Acts 9, and is referred to as “A1”, the second is the famine relief visit of Acts 11 (referred to as “A2”) and the third the Jerusalem Conference in Acts 15,  (“A3”). (There are also two later ones but they do not particularly feature in the Galatian Question). Galatians only describes two visits: the visit “after three years”  in Gal. 1—referred to as “G1”, and the visit “after 14 years” - referred to as “G2”.)

Solutions to the North/South Galatian Question typically do four things:

1)
they identify the recipients of Paul’s letter as North or South Galatians,

2)
they describe Paul’s route through Asia Minor as far as Troas on his Second Missionary Journey and 

3)
they attempt to correlate Acts’ and Galatians’ versions of Paul’s visits to Jerusalem and his dealings with the Apostles there, and they also sometimes attempt to “place” Peter’s visit to Antioch in Gal. 2—which is not described in Acts. 

4)
They also give a suggested place and time for  Paul’s writing  of the Epistle— though this usually follows on fairly closely from the point of view taken in 3) above.

This chapter is about points 3) and 4).

I feel that the contribution to the Galatian Question of this topic, important as it is both in itself and also for a number of other reasons, has been greatly exaggerated. It seems to me that the correlation between Paul’s Jerusalem visits in the two accounts, Acts and Galatians, is really only definitively determined in just one case, and that is the particular version of the South Galatian Hypothesis which holds that Paul wrote the Galatian Epistle before participating in the Jerusalem Conference described in Acts ch. 15. In this “early” case, the visits to Jerusalem described by Paul in Galatians cannot include the Jerusalem Conference since the conference had not taken place at the time of writing! As will be mentioned later in this chapter, there are four other widely-accepted “correlation” scenarios available for “conservative” scholars— two SGHs and two NGHs—all of which have been argued for with varying degrees of success. 

As a supporter of the NGH, I feel that the “correlation” debate is not a critical 
[image: image2.wmf]148

 

BIBLICAL EXEGESIS

—

 ACTS AND GALATIANS

 


issue—rather we are somewhat spoiled for choice in correlating Galatians and Acts. The situation is similar for some versions of the SGH, but I will be suggesting at a later stage that questions of correlation tell against some of the other versions—in particular the “early” SGH version just mentioned. We will look, albeit fairly briefly, at all these options in this chapter so that the reader can gain an impression  for himself how important a contribution they might make to the North vs. South debate, and we will give a “worked example” in the next chapter.

The “early” version of the SGH just mentioned is, in fact, one which is currently gaining the ascendancy in many Evangelical circles and is the version popularised by F. F. Bruce. In this version, Paul’s second visit to Jerusalem in Galatians (the visit “after fourteen years” described in Gal. 2:1-10), G2, corresponds to Paul and Barnabas’ famine relief visit described in Acts 11:27-30, (A2). The accepted “shorthand” for this is “Acts 11 = Gal. 2 ”, or “A2 = G2”. We will call this “early” version of the SGH the “Early SGH”. I believe that there are significant difficulties with this particular SGH that stem from this particular way of correlating Acts and Galatians. I will be dealing with all of this when we look at the “Early SGH” in more detail below.

Incidentally, almost all versions of both the SGH and the NGH see Paul’s first visit to Jerusalem in Galatians (the visit “after three years” described in Gal. 1:18-20) as corresponding with Acts 9:26-30. The “shorthand” here is  “Acts 9 = Gal. 1 ”, or “A1 = G1”. We will assume this to be the case, but there are one or two important points which I think need to be discussed further, even though they do not have a direct bearing on the Galatian Question, and we will do this at the end of this chapter. 

Coming back to “A2 = G2”, it is recognised that at first glance, the “famine relief” visit by Paul and Barnabas described in Acts doesn’t seem to correspond very well to the visit “after fourteen years” described in Galatians! However, it looks better on further examination, and may well, in my opinion, be correct.  However (and this is where things get a bit complicated!) the equation “Acts 11 = Gal. 2” is still compatible with some versions of  the SGH in which Galatians is seen as having nevertheless been written after the Jerusalem Conference, and with some versions of the NGH too; it’s just that, as already indicated, with the “Early SGH” view just mentioned, (i.e. that Galatians was written before the Jerusalem Conference), we more or less have to work with “Acts 11 = Gal. 2” because there are no other events in Acts which can fit!

Discussion of the “Early SGH” 

In this solution to the Galatian Question, Paul has (recently) returned to Syrian Antioch  from the First Missionary Journey (recent here means “before the Jerusalem Conference”)— and had heard of the (South) Galatians’ imminent/actual defection from the Gospel that he had preached to them. It was not convenient to 
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visit at that time—possibly because of the “trouble brewing” at Syrian Antioch with the recently arrived Judaisers, and the imminent Jerusalem Conference. Paul therefore wrote Galatians—in some urgency - to try to stop this unwelcome development in South Galatia. 

I think here are a number of difficulties with this:

1)
After the Jerusalem Conference, Paul and Barnabas do not seem in a  hurry to re-visit South Galatia (In Acts 15:35 they remain teaching and preaching with many others. These “many others” could presumably have carried on this, albeit important, work so that P&B could hurry to South Galatia to rescue—not too strong a word - the churches there.) This suggests that perhaps Paul knew his letter had been successful, but if that was the case, why does he seem to profess ignorance of the situation in South Galatia to Barnabas in v.36?

2)
Why, after having so strongly declared in Galatians his independence, and the independence of his Gospel, from the Jerusalem Apostles does he deliver their decree to the South Galatians? A decree to whom, strictly speaking, it didn’t even apply!

3)
The circumcising of Timothy by Paul, coming so soon after Paul’s writing an impassioned epistle to the effect that circumcision was irrelevant, and that they Paul and company, had stood fast in Jerusalem itself and refused to let Titus be circumcised, would be unlikely, although certainly not impossible. Admittedly, Timothy and Titus were in somewhat different situation, but actually, this distinction could have played into the hands of the Judaisers since it could be seen as implying that Paul supported a “two-tier “Christianity.  Paul’s action in circumcising Timothy—a response to the concerns of the (non-believing) Jews in the Derbe/Lystra area—would have re-opened the debate within the churches about “first and second class Christians” at the very least, if not about the entire question of the necessity of the Mosaic Law for salvation for all believers. By contrast, there is no hint that these South Galatian churches were being, or until very recently had been, torn apart by this very issue of circumcision, either for salvation, or for a deeper spiritual relationship with God or for greater spiritual usefulness. F.F. Bruce, an advocate of this “Early SGH” view, represents the situation thus:


”Those who deplore the absence of this consistency from Paul miss the 
higher consistency which aimed at bringing all the activities of his life and 
thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ (2 Cor. 10:5) and at sub
ordinating every other interest to the paramount interest of the gospel (1 
Cor. 9:23).
My response to this is to suggest that the inconsistency I’m having difficulty with relates not to Paul but to the “Early SGH” which F.F. Bruce is here assuming. Had Paul been in the situation envisaged by the “Early SGH” point of view
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I agree with F.F. Bruce, that Paul would have stuck out for the “higher consistency”. The problem he would have had to overcome though was that there really were important spheres of service—i.e. the initial spread of the Gospel during the Apostolic Age insofar as it was “to the Jew first”- which seem only to have been open to Jewish evangelists and apostles, and which, as with Paul, required an initial entrée into the synagogue. This evangelistic area of service would surely have provided an incentive for devout Gentile believers to want to become circumcised. I suspect Paul would have (rightly) insisted that Galatians was “about” the equality of Jewish and Gentile believers in their standing before God, and that, as in Corinthians, if one was circumcised as a believer, one should not seek to be uncircumcised and vice versa, and to be content in the circumstances in which God had called them. (Titus, for example, as a Gentile, does not seem to have been involved in this type of “front-line” evangelism, but rather in the equally important follow-up work in the churches.) Perhaps however, in the providence of God, Paul did not encounter this difficult problem at this time . . .

Other Solutions besides the “Early SGH” 

For all other “solutions” to the Acts/Galatians correlation aspect of the Galatian Question, (apart from the favoured “Early SGH” view just discussed) I think there are two alternatives to “Acts 11=Gal. 2”, (and this is true whether an SGH or an NGH is proposed). These are:

 1) to equate Paul’s second visit in Galatians with the Jerusalem Conference itself as described in Acts Ch. 15 (the shorthand for this is  “Gal. 2 = Acts 15” or “G2 = A3”) and

 2) to identify Galatians 2 with a visit (otherwise unattested) by Paul to Jerusalem—one that is not described in Acts.  We will not pursue this possibility further however, and will try to find a solution within the available data of Acts. 

These other solutions to the Acts/Galatians correlation propose that Galatians was written some time after the Jerusalem Conference. However, many scholars find a problem with these solutions since Paul avers, before God, that he is not lying (Gal. 1:20), and yet he only describes two visits to Jerusalem (Gal. Ch. 1 and Gal. Ch. 2), whilst Acts describes three visits (Acts Ch. 9, Acts Ch. 11 and Acts Ch. 15). This problem however, is one that is common to both the SGH and the NGH, unless one accepts the “early” SGH view above. 

A typical (higher critical) scholarly comment on the apparent discrepancy is that of C. K. Barrett who identifies Gal 2:1-10 with Acts 15, and who concludes that Acts 11 must be “a Lukan fabrication” precisely because Paul does not mention it in Galatians! He says:

“It is inconceivable that Paul should have been so foolish (not to say 
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untruthful) as to omit in the controversial epistle to the Galatians a visit of which his adversaries could have made good use”.

With such a comprehensive concatenation of false assumptions and mis-readings of Acts and Galatians it is hard to know where to start!

My explanation for this apparent problem is that in Galatians, whether we are looking at an SGH or an NGH, Paul is not intending to describe all his visits to Jerusalem between his conversion and the writing of Galatians, and, if this be so, the whole line of argument of scholars like C. K. Barrett is unsound. Indeed, Paul may well have made other visits to Jerusalem even besides the ones recorded in Acts and Galatians—after all, he had a sister and nephew in Jerusalem, and we know that even on one of his more distant journeys, he tried to get back to Jerusalem for a Jewish festival. It is therefore quite conceivable that he visited Jerusalem on other occasions for example whilst at (Syrian) Antioch. (This observation is, I believe true also if we accept the “early”  SGH  “Gal 2 = Acts 11” solution to the Acts/Galatians correlation question.) If Paul had itemised all his visits to Jerusalem in Galatians, the list would have been at least as long as the Acts list, and probably longer!

So what was the governing principle in Paul’s selection of just the two visits described in Galatians? Indeed, why did he describe his visits at all? There are two characteristics—they are private, and they involve the Jerusalem Apostles.

The two particular visits to Jerusalem that Paul describes are thus those of a private nature with the Jerusalem apostles and with James the brother of the Lord—who Paul seems to regard as an Apostle too, (although the Greek of Gal. 1:18 does not actually require this to be the case). If, as I will be suggesting, this “privacy” aspect is important, then this would, in part at least, account for Paul’s not mentioning meetings, such as the “public” meeting of Acts 15 in which the whole congregation at Jerusalem appear to have been involved, and which were thus a matter of public record. Now it is possible in this case that Paul in Gal. 2 is describing a “behind the scenes” private preliminary meeting in which it was worked out in advance how things were going to be “steered” in the public meeting, i.e. the Jerusalem Conference itself. (Readers may be familiar with this sort of thing going on at their own church meetings!) In a First Century context, this would be particularly important so that none of the speakers would suffer shame and loss of honour through being successfully “challenged” in public. Paul’s purpose in detailing these meetings seems to be to show that the Gospel which he preaches amongst the Gentiles is independent of the authority of the Jerusalem Apostles, and a reasonable inference is that Paul’s opponents in Galatians were claiming that Paul was dependent on them is just this way! 

In reconstructing the situation, a certain amount of “mirror-reading” is necessary—that is, working out what Paul’s opponents were doing and saying 
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(which we don’t know directly) on the basis of Paul’s response (which we have in Galatians).

It seems that the churches of Galatia were being infiltrated by Jewish Christians (representing a movement whose home base was Jerusalem) who wanted the Gentile Galatians to be circumcised and to adhere fully to the Law of Moses—that is,  to express their faith in Christ, in part at least, through becoming Jews. Their reasons for doing so are complicated—partly no doubt a matter of genuine belief, and partly bound up with much wider issues to do with persecution and solidarity regarding the relationship of the “Jewish” Church to the increasingly pro-nationalist Jews, particularly in Jerusalem and Judea, at this time. 

Two aspects of their strategy seem to have been 1) to suggest that Paul was actually totally dependent all along for his Gospel on the Apostles at Jerusalem, that he was not a proper apostle at all, and it was the “real” apostles in Jerusalem who had authorised him, and that 2) on coming to Galatia, Paul’s new found freedom had gone to his head, and he had taken it upon himself to deceive the 
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Galatians by “holding back” - keeping them in a “second class” status with a “second class” Gospel. It is suggested that they, Paul’s opponents,  were claiming to the Galatians that Paul really believed in circumcision for Gentiles all along, but that he didn’t want them to be equal with ethnic Jewish believers, or was enjoying the popularity associated with an “easier” Gospel, and so kept them in the dark about the need for circumcision and Torah observance: if they wanted to be “first class” Christians, they needed to be circumcised. And Paul needed to be brought back in line! 

This proposal accounts for the (otherwise unlikely) insistence of Paul in Galatians that he is not preaching, and never has preached, circumcision elsewhere (see for example, Gal. 5:11) — rather, that “neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything” (Gal. 6:15, Gal. 5:6),  and it also accounts for Paul’s demonstration in Galatians that his work and his Gospel does not depend on the authority of the Jerusalem apostles.

I think this proposed “mirror-reading” of the situation works better and more naturally if the Galatians are all Gentiles (i.e. the NGH), since Paul could then be charged by his opponents with “crowd pleasing” - adjusting the Gospel to suit and flatter his Gentile audience, to offer them an “easy” Gospel without the  inconvenience and pain (and medical danger) of an operation and generally to ingratiate himself with them. It doesn’t “fit” the South Galatian view quite so well (in my view, that is) since the churches there were mixed—composed of Jews and Gentiles—from the start, and Paul would have already made it clear that the two groups were equal in the Gospel, and would already have opposed any “two-tier” view: Paul’s opponents would not have been so easily able to insinuate that Paul was somehow “holding back” with regard to Gentile converts since he had already “delivered”  full equality with Jewish believers.  (Perhaps however, we should consider the possibility that the Gentiles were being persuaded that Paul was holding back with regard to a more “esoteric”  personal religious experience, or a higher “status” before God, associated with full Torah observance including circumcision, as opposed to “mere” social” equality.)

However, Paul’s circumcision of Timothy at Lystra at the start of the Second Missionary Journey could have “sent the wrong signal” to the churches in South Galatia, (or the churches of North Galatia could have found out about it—perhaps through Paul’s opponents) and this would have given grounds for either group to think that Paul regarded circumcision as spiritually significant in some way. 

Now, all this is getting rather complicated, so I propose for now just to give a table (previous page) giving the main possible Acts/Galatians correlation scenarios with their corresponding  North/South hypotheses, and then in the next chapter we will look in more detail at just one possible scenario — how Paul’s Jerusalem visits in Acts and Galatians correlate under an NGH in which 
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A2=G2—that is, for which the visit “after 14 years” is seen as having taken place at the same time as the famine relief visit. The truth or otherwise of the NGH generally does not stand or fall with this particular version, but nevertheless, I think this version of the NGH is quite plausible and I hope you will agree. We will consider some of the other possibilities in due course.

Let us finish this chapter with a brief consideration of “A1 = G1” - the equating of Paul’s first visit to Jerusalem in Acts, and his first visit as described in Galatians. This is “common ground” as regards our SGH/NGH discussions, but I think there are one or two apparent discrepancies between the two accounts which it will be valuable to investigate.

In Acts 9:26-30, Luke tells us that,

“ . . Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles, and declared to them how on the road he had seen the Lord . . . So he went in and out among them in Jerusalem  preaching boldly in the name of the Lord. . . . the brethren . .  sent him off to Tarsus.””

However, in Gal 1: 18-24 we read,

“ Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to visit Cephas, and remained with him fifteen days. But I saw none of the other apostles except James the Lord’s brother. In what I am writing to you before God I do not lie! Then I went into the regions of Syria ands Cilicia. And I was still not known by face to the churches of Judea; they only heard it said, “he who once persecuted us is now preaching the faith . . “

Acts 9 tells us that Barnabas took Paul to the apostles, but Gal. 1 speaks only of Peter and James. It is often claimed that the other apostles must have been away from Jerusalem (although Acts gives no indication as to why this should be the case), since Paul claims not to have seen any of them, and that Peter and James are to be regarded as representing all the other apostles on this occasion. I would like to suggest however that Barnabas really did bring Paul to the apostles—Barnabas here acts as go-between and it is he, not Paul, who does the talking. Barnabas intervention is successful and Paul is accepted in Jerusalem. When Paul says he did not see any of the other apostles, this is to be contrasted with the fifteen days subsequently spent with Peter, and an unknown time with James. Paul, I suggest, is saying in Galatians he had no comparable interaction with any of the other apostles. For example, if someone tells me,  “You need to see a specialist!” - it will be no good if I just glance at the consultant psychiatrist across the hospital car park! The word “see”, in this case, and, I suggest in Galatians too, means at least a significant interview. The Greek word  here as elsewhere means “see—and perceive”, and is in this instance to be contrasted with “just looking” - for which Paul uses the expression “unknown in the face” later 
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on in the passage when referring to the churches of Judea -  Judea here, I suggest, possibly being distinguished from Jerusalem, as in Acts 1:8.

Summary

1)
Correlating Paul’s two visits to Jerusalem described in Galatians (G1 and G2) with the first three of his post-conversion visits described in Acts (A1, A2 and A3) is an important scholarly question in its own right, but it also interacts in really rather complicated ways with our Galatian Question as well.

2)
Everyone is agreed that A1 = G1, though there are several exegetical issues. 

3)
If Paul wrote Galatians before  A3 (the Jerusalem Conference of Acts 15) then, by default, we have an SGH with A2 = G2. (Paul couldn’t have written to North Galatians before he visited them, and he couldn’t have described details of a conference which hadn’t taken place!) I refer to this possibility as the “Early SGH”. I think there are some important problems associated with this version however.

4)
This leaves 4 logical possibilities:  i) an SGH with A2=G2, ii) an SHG with A3 =  G2, iii) an NGH with A2=G2 and iv) an NGH with A3=G2.

5)
The NGH can “work” quite happily with either of its possibilities (though I currently favour iii)).

6)
These SGH’s  can also work with either i) or ii).
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