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Reflections on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

Leader’s Guide for Group Discussion 

What is in view  

Paul has made it clear that the life that a believer experiences 
with God is empowered and undergirded by the presence 
of the Spirit. If that is the case, than what empowers and 
undergirds the life that the false teachers were seeking to 
present to the Galatians? Nothing short of demonic power!  
What is helpful to note 

We have noticed, as we have walked through chapters three 
and four, that Paul repeatedly calls attention to the work of 
the Spirit in the lives of his hearers/readers. 

In 4:4-7 it’s hard to miss the experiential “the Spirit in my 
life” focus. The Galatians had heard the message about Jesus 
and accepted it–they embraced the objective truth of the 
Gospel message that God “sent His Son into the world.” But 
they also experienced God sending “the Spirit of the Son” 
into their hearts. The result was that they had, in their own 
hearts, a deeply-felt expression of longing for God that was 
generated by the Spirit who had come to indwell them. 

But where Paul goes from there is quite startling. He turns 
his attention (in 4:8) to how the Galatians used to live; and 
there he mentions that they had experienced life under the 
influence of “those which by nature are no gods” (NASB; 
“by nature are not gods,” ESV, NKJV, NIV). Apparently, 
Paul is referring to the idols/false gods/demons that had 
held the Galatians in a kind of spiritual bondage prior to 
their having come to faith in Jesus. 

They had moved from not knowing the true God and only 
relating to false “gods” (demons) to knowing and being 
known by the one true God (4:9). But then he suggests that 
by turning back to a ritualistic, rule-based approach to life 
with God (as being taught by the false teachers), they were 
“turning back again to . . . elementary things.” What are these 
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“elementary things”? (NASB; “elementary principles,” ESV; 
“beggarly elements,” NKJV; “miserable principles,” NIV.)

The root word conveys the idea of “that which is basic, 
fundamental” and was used to speak of both elementary 
ideas (like “the ABC’s”) but also to refer to spirits or spiritual 
beings. In the context of 4:7-11, Paul refers not only to the 
“basics” of a law-based life but also to the power behind 
such an approach to life. Such false teaching has its roots 
in Satan himself. This is not an idea absent from Paul’s 
writings. Take a look at 2 Corinthians 11:1-15. There, as Paul 
addresses the false teaching reaching the Corinthians, he 
links the false teachings/false teachers with Satan himself.* 

John Piper explained what is in view in Galatians 4 this 
way: “Satan and his demons specialize in taking the law and 
alluring people in the church to make those commandments 
a basis of self-righteousness. Paul saw behind the legalistic 
teaching of the Judaizers an age-old scheme to destroy 
genuine faith in the church. Satan does not care if you try 
to keep the ten commandments, provided that you take 
the credit for keeping them. In fact, he will assist your 
moral resolve if you will do it that way. He’s all in favor 
of whatever your moral agenda is, provided you rely on 
yourself instead of the Spirit of Christ and take credit for it 
yourself instead of humbly giving all glory to God.” 

What to talk about with your group 

The opening question is not intended to suggest that there is 
necessarily something “demonic” about not experiencing the 
“Christmas spirit” but only to stir up thinking about what is 
behind how and why people live the way they do. Hopefully, 
that will lead into the heart of the discussion: Paul’s concern 
that giving in to the false teaching confronting the Galatians 
is actually giving into personal deceptive spiritual forces. 

It is as if the shift in life that would come to the Galatians if 
they gave into the false teaching was going from experiencing 
life with God through the Spirit to experiencing life under the 
influence of demonic spirits who are “not gods.” 

We don’t reflect on this idea to throw a “scare” into the mix, 
but to alert ourselves to the truth that false teaching is more 
than merely “misguided thinking”–at the root, it’s a demonic 
attempt to sabotage the life we enjoy as God’s children.

HOW THE GOSPEL CHANGES EVERYTHING
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*This is not to imply that by giving in to false teaching the Galatians (or anyone else, for that matter) 
either jeopardizes his or her saving relationship with God or is, somehow, “demonized.” But the 
point seems to be that the motivating power behind such false teaching is, in fact, satanic. The 
challenges raised against the Gospel–both in the Galatians’ day and in ours–are not rooted in 
simple ignorance or uninformed and misguided teachers.
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Thinking . . .   

As we prepare for the holidays, you will typically find some 
people who have “the Christmas spirit” and some who 
don’t. What “gives it away”? What tells you that someone is 
“in the spirit of the season”? 

Do you think there is any “spiritual dimension” behind 
whether or not people enter into the “Christmas season”? 
Why or why not?  

Reflecting . . .  

Paul is concerned about the truth of the Gospel; he has 
presented it and defended it. Having made his case, he raises 
concerns about what is happening to the Galatians in 4:1-11. 

What do they have because of what God has done for them in 
Jesus and through the Spirit (4:1-7)?

What is Paul’s concern about what will happen to them in 
their experience of life if they resort to a rule-based approach 
to holy living (4:8-11)? 

As Paul describes it here, what is the ultimate source or root 
of the false teaching the Galatians are facing? (How can 2 
Corinthians 11:13-15 shed light on this idea?) 

Responding . . . 

If you understood that false teachings (that distort the 
simple Gospel) really have their roots in your spiritual 
enemy’s desire to overthrow your experience of life with 
God, how might you approach your thinking about the 
“truth of the Gospel” differently? 
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