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Galatians 2:15-21—“We are Jews by birth and not sinners from the Gentiles; but we have known that no man is justified from works of the law, but rather through faith in Jesus Christ, and we believed in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not from works of the law, because from works of the law no flesh will be justified. But if seeking to be justified in Christ we are found to be sinners, is Christ then a minister to sin?  Certainly not.  For if I rebuild these things that I destroyed again, I prove myself a transgressor.  For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God.  I have been crucified with Christ; and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  And the life I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself up for me.  I do not nullify the grace of God; for if righteousness is through the law, then Christ died for nothing.”  (Author’s Translation) 

INTRODUCTION


Since the earliest days of Christianity, a debate has raged over the means of justification, i.e., the way in which one comes to have a right standing before God.  It was this key doctrine (or the misunderstanding thereof) that was at the heart of the problems Paul confronted in his fiery letter to the churches at Galatia, the letter that many feel was the earliest of his New Testament writings.
 

After the church had been established in Galatia, a group of Jews who promoted a “faith + works” method of justification (known as Judaizers) began proclaiming to these young believers that they must be circumcised and follow the Jewish Law along with their faith in Jesus Christ to be saved.  To show the absolute folly of this attitude, Paul relates a past incident in Galatians 2:15-21, in which he confronted Peter about his role in propagating the Judiazer heresy.  Peter had withdrawn from table fellowship with Gentile Christians, in effect telling them that in order to “be good enough” for salvation, they must adhere to Jewish Law.  This, Paul contested was against the very nature of the gospel, effectively denying the necessity for and the sufficiency of Christ’s work on the cross.  As we see elsewhere in Scripture, Paul’s reaction when confronted with this type of error is swift and harsh. 

TEXTUAL CONSIDERATIONS


Before any exegesis of the text can begin, two details concerning the passage need to be addressed, one concerning to whom Paul was speaking in these verses, and another concerning exactly why he wrote this passage as he did.


The question has often come up as to whether or not vv. 15-21 are a part of Paul’s address to Peter (and in the hearing of the church at Anitoch).  Since Paul addresses Peter in 11-14 for his part in the Judaizing that had gone on in Antioch, many have held that verses 15-21 are also a part of his speech.  The quotation marks extending through verse 21 in the NIV, the NKJV, and other translations betray the fact that their editors have taken this view.  George notes that “The NIV includes the entire section (vv. 15-21) in quotations, indicating that we have here a summary, if not a transcript, of Paul’s address to Peter at Antioch.”
  Although some commentators see definite proof from the text that Paul is continuing in his address to Peter,
 others seem less sure.
  


An interesting theory as to why Paul inserted this passage where and how he did has been put forth by Hans Dieter Betz.  He has argued that these seven verses make up a propositio, a rhetorical device used to sum up Paul’s position (justification is by faith alone) in the preceding and following passages (known as the narratio and the probatio).
  Longenecker, perhaps better than Betz himself, explains the anatomy of propositio: “[There is] a statement of the points on which there is agreement and a statement of the points that are contested. . . . Finally there appears a concluding statement, which functions as the refutation of what has been charged.”
  That Paul is in fact using this device in vv. 15-21 has gained acceptance from some,
 and certainly seems to fit the overall structure of Paul's argument.  


No matter how or precisely to whom Paul was speaking, we should be careful to echo George’s comment on this matter: “We should bear in mind that Paul’s reason for rehearsing the Antioch episode in the first place was to show its relevance to the situation in Galatia.”
  When it comes down to it, Paul was a pastor trying to help his hurting flock.

EXEGESIS OF THE TEXT

Verse 15

15hJmei`" fuvsei  jIoudai`oi kai; oujk ejx ejqnw`n aJmartwloiv: “We are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners;”  Bruce points out that the use of hJmei`" bears special significance.  “[The word] ‘we’ is emphatic—‘we’ as distinct from them (the Gentiles).”
  While I certainly agree that this phrase overall is crucial to the understanding of the text—i.e., that even Jews, who were given the Law, knew that it could never justify—I think Bruce’s calling it “emphatic” may be a bit of a stretch.  True, it is at the beginning of the phrase, and that may in fact make it emphatic.  However, what other word than hJmei`" could have been used in a sentence where the speaker is part of a group, referring to that group?  Since the use of the word would be one of necessity rather than style, we can only assume that Bruce comments on it because of it’s placement in the phrase.  Most other commentators were silent on the word altogether. Fuvsei combines with hJmei`" to remind the Jewish Christians of the blessing of being born into God’s Old Testament covenant people, Israel, and to set up the contrast between the other group mentioned in the verse. 


  Read in a vacuum, it would seem quite crass for Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles, the ejqnw`n, to use the term “ejqnw`n aJmartwloiv.”  It literally means “sinners from the Gentiles,” or “Gentile sinners.”  Why was Paul referring to them in this way?  Did he mean that only Gentiles were sinners; that Jews were without sin?  Of course not.  Romans 3:23 tells us that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” a theme Paul will later touch on in this passage.  However, since the Gentiles were outside God’s covenant, they were considered, in effect, sinners.
  Lightfoot cites 1 Macc. 2:44 and Clement’s Homilies 11:16 to show that this word was “almost a synonym for e[qnh in the religious phraseology of the Jews.”
  Longenecker comments, “Sinners of the Gentiles seems to be a colloquialism used by Jews with reference to the Gentiles.”
  Paul’s reason for calling the Gentiles sinners seems to have been for the sake of irony to better enforce his ensuing argument.
   
Verse 16

16eijdovte" »de;¼ o{ti ouj dikaiou`tai a[nqrwpo" ejx e[rgwn novmou eja;n mh; dia; pivstew"  jIhsou` Cristou`, kai; hJmei`" eij" Cristo;n  jIhsou`n ejpisteuvsamen, i{na dikaiwqw`men ejk pivstew" Cristou` kai; oujk ejx e[rgwn novmou, o{ti ejx e[rgwn novmou ouj dikaiwqhvsetai pa`sa savrx.  The word dikaiou`tai comes from the verb dikaiovw, which means “I justify, vindicate, make free, aquit”
 is a term taken “from the world of law and jurisprudence.”
  The term gives the picture of a judge in courtroom vindicating the innocent party.  This term, which must be seen against its Old Testament background,
 makes perfect sense when we think about the numerous passages where God is seen as the judge over all the world (Gen. 18:25 among others).  It’s an important term for our passage because it illustrates the significance of the sacrifice that Christ made for us on the cross.  Since he took the penalty for the sins of his people, they are justified by God.  Variances of this word are used four times in these seven verses, and notice that in every instance it is God, the Judge, who does the justifying.  This furthers the display of God’s great grace; this acquittal is something that could never be worked for to attain by its very nature.  It can only be given.


ejx e[rgwn novmou.  The meaning of this phrase, which appears three times in 2:15-21, has been the subject of countless debates throughout church history.  For brevity’s sake, only two of the views will be mentioned here. 


The first is put forth by James Dunn.  He suggests that e[rgwn novmou refers to a set of practices that would “draw the lines of demarcation round covenant righteousness as clearly as possible.”
  George comments on Dunn’s “New Perspective” work, “According to this view, Paul was not concerned with the problem of faith versus works as alternative avenues of salvation; rather he was protesting Jewish exclusivism by denouncing the way such “identity markers” as circumcision and the food laws had produced a ‘to narrow understanding of God’s covenant promise and of the law in nationalistic and racial terms.’”
  However, as George points out, Paul goes on in Galatians to show that circumcision implies an obligation to obey the whole law.
  Calvin makes helpful comments in his commentary regarding this view.


A more traditional interpretation of e[rgwn novmou is that the phrase refers not only to the ceremonial aspect of the law, but the law in its entirety.
  By this interpretation, Paul would be continuing his thesis that justification cannot come by the law—any of it—but only through faith in Jesus Christ, contra Dunn’s notion that Paul’s dispute was merely over how Gentiles could be accepted into the covenant community.  See Luther for an even broader view of what is meant by e[rgwn novmou.


dia; pivstew"  jIhsou` Cristou is also prone to two primary interpretations.  Some scholars have argued that the correct English reading should be “through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ,”
 and this is grammatically possible, since pivstew" can mean “faithfulness” as well as “faith,” and because the genitive case, as found in  jIhsou` Cristou, could be seen as subjective.  This would denote that “Jesus Christ” was the subject of the clause, and that his faithfulness is in view.  By such a reading, our salvation comes through the faithfulness of Jesus to do His Father’s will by securing salvation for His people through His death, burial, and resurrection.  Theologically, this is true.  We certainly see Paul magnifying the faithfulness of Christ in other passages, such as Phil. 2:5-11.  However, it’s doubtful if that is the point Paul is trying to drive home here.


The most widely-held view has been that the pivstew" should be read as “faith,” and that  jIhsou` Cristou is objective.  So “Jesus Christ” would be the object of the clause, and as the object of believers’ faith is in view,
  rendering the reading “through faith in Jesus Christ.”  This is the reading of most translations, including the NIV, NASB, RSV, and ESV.  Reading the passage this way makes the most sense contextually as well.  It has been noted that “while the faithfulness of Jesus Christ is a prominent theme in Paul’s theology, . . . what is being contrasted in Galatians is not divine fidelity versus human fickleness but rather God’s free initiative in grace versus human efforts toward self-salvation.”
  This phrase, as with the rest of Paul’s argument points again that salvation is by faith alone, in Christ alone.

Verse 17


17eij de; zhtou`nte" dikaiwqh`nai ejn Cristw`/ euJrevqhmen kai; aujtoi; aJmartwloiv, a\ra Cristo;" aJmartiva" diavkono";;;;;;;j;; mh; gevnoito.  The ei\ at the beginning of the verse indicates that this is a conditional statement, probably first class,
 which assumes the  clause to be true.  Paul may be saying in this peculiar statement that since he and other Jewish Christians had abandoned all hope of being justified by the law in favor of faith in Christ, then they were, in effect, on the same level as Gentiles—sinners—without the law.
  The use of  aJmartwloiv here would certainly seem to support such an interpretation.
   

Paul then goes on to answer an objection to his previous statements with the question “a\ra Cristo;" aJmartiva" diavkono";;;;;;;j;;”  But why would Paul pose this question?  Perhaps because he may have encountered the objection that if people were forced to abandon the law for salvation, then they would engage more freely in sin.  Since Christ had called them away from reliance upon the law, he would have been a minister to sin.
  

Paul’s response to this allegation?  mh; genoito.  This statement literally means “May it never be!”  Its use here seems to confirm that Paul’s opponents did have an objection similar to the one mentioned above.  Bruce points out that Paul is particularly fond of this phrase when it is suggested that freedom from the law would encourage people to sin, such as in Rom. 6:1f, 15.
  It would be against everything Paul was teaching in Galatians to show that Christ was in any way affiliated with sin.  On the contrary, it was the law itself that increased sin (Gal. 3:19).

Verse 18


18eij ga;r a} katevlusa tau`ta pavlin oijkodomw`, parabavthn ejmauto;n sunistavnw.  Two possible meanings of this verse are put forth by Lambrecht concerning the nature of the transgression the Jewish Christian would be guilty of in “rebuilding what had been torn down.”  One is that if a person were to “rebuild” reliance upon the Mosaic law for justification, then the person would surely turn out to be a transgressor, because the requirements of the law would inevitably be broken.  The second possibility is that a return to the law for justification would in itself make the person a transgressor.
 In my opinion, the latter of the two is to be preferred.  However, the question remains: why would reliance upon the law be a transgression?  Because if someone were to go back to the Mosaic law as a Christian, he would be nullifying the law’s true intent, which was designed to drive people to Christ.
  Although the logical connection between vv. 17 and 18 may not be as clear as some would like,
 this interpretation does fit the overall theme of justification by faith in Christ alone.  

Verse 19


19ejgw; ga;r dia; novmou novmw/ ajpevqanon, i{na qew`/ zhvsw. Cristw`/ sunestauvrwmai:  Some have maintained that the first sentence of this verse means that through the law’s convicting/condemning power, Paul realized that it could never bring salvation.  Hence, he had to stop relying on it, or “die to it.”
  Others have stated that Paul’s wording can be seen in light of the law’s relation to Christ.  Since Christ bore the curse of the law in His death and paid its penalty for believers, Paul (and other Christians) has been separated from its dominion because of his union with Christ, i.e., his association with His death.  Therefore, the believer has died to the law, through the law, and has thus been removed from under its power (Rom. 7:6).
  This is also clearly demonstrated by Paul’s other uses of “to die to” throughout Scripture.
  


The latter of the two interpretations seems to be the better choice in light of the following sentence of v. 19: “Cristw`/ sunestauvrwmai.”  Although this verse is included in v. 20 in the NIV and NKJV, the Greek text places it in v. 19, and rightly so, because it completes the preceding thought.
  It has also been pointed out that sunestauvrwmai is in the perfect tense, indicating a one-time action in the past with on-going implications.
  This thought should squelch any notion of “decisionism.”  Yes, the salvation of the believer is a one time even, but that salvation should have consequences in our lives every day.  Without these “ongoing implications” in a professing Christian’s life, there is reason to doubt their Christianity (1 Jn. 1:6.)  

Verse 20


20zw` de; oujkevti ejgwv, zh`/ de; ejn ejmoi; Cristov": o} de; nu`n zw` ejn sarkiv, ejn pivstei zw` th`/ tou` uiJou` tou` qeou` tou` ajgaphvsanto" me kai; paradovnto" eJauto;n uJpe;r ejmou`.  It has been alleged that the phrase zh`/ de; ejn ejmoi; Cristov" refers to the same type of mysticism practiced in other religions of the day.
  Others, however, have opposed this notion, using the context of what follows to show that Paul was simply saying that his life was now under the control of Christ, with whom he had died.
  Since Paul had already established that Christ is not a minister to sin earlier in the passage, he may have used this verse to further disprove what his opponents had accused him of—antinomianism.  Paul may have been saying something to the effect of, “if Christ isn’t a minister to sin, and he now controls my life, then I should not continue on in sin as you claim my gospel promotes.  Rather, I will sin less because of my justification in Him instead of in the law.” 


The word sarkiv, translated “flesh” in English, must also be viewed correctly.  Although the predominant use of savrx in Paul carries the theological significance of an unregenerate life, it is clear in this context that it carries a non-theological meaning, such as in 2 Cor. 10:3.
  It has also been noted that Paul’s inclusion of ejn sarkiv was to point out to believers that “perfectionism this side of heaven is an illusion;” the struggle with sin will continue throughout our lives.


Because this is the only time in Gal. 2:15-21 uiJou` tou` qeou is used as a title for Jesus, it bears mention.  “[The word] ‘Son’ describes the close bond of love between God and Jesus and thus emphasizes the greatness of the sacrifice . . . . The Son of God title for him [Paul] the function of describing the greatness of the saving act of God who offered up the One closest to Him.”


It is also worth noting that a variant reading, “qeou kai Cristou” is supported from manuscripts P46 and B.  It is also the harder reading of the two.  However, since it is a hap. leg. in Paul, uiJou` tou` qeou is probably the original.  Plus, it receives support from a, A, C, and almost all other versions.

Verse 21


21Oujk ajqetw` th;n cavrin tou` qeou`: eij ga;r dia; novmou dikaiosuvnh, a[ra Cristo;" dwrea;n ajpevqanen.  The word ajqetw literally means “to nullify, to declare invalid, to set aside,” and carries with it legal overtones.
  So how could Paul “nullify the grace of God?”  It has been assumed that this relates back to v. 18.
  Here again, Paul is asserting that he is not nullifying God’s grace by rejecting the law, although this may have been the charge levied by some.
  Rather, he is accepting it with arms wide open by trusting in Christ alone.


Paul concludes his argument by appealing to common sense: “eij ga;r dia; novmou dikaiosuvnh, a[ra Cristo;" dwrea;n ajpevqanen.”  “For if righteousness (justification) is through the law, then Christ died for nothing.”  If there was any other way for salvation to be wrought for God’s people, then Christ’s death served no good purpose.  Paul may also have been meaning to say something else to his opponents with these words.  “Yet Paul said that if we persist in building again the wall that Christ has torn down, if we try to climb up to heaven ‘by some other way,’ if we add works of the law to the sacrifice of the cross, then indeed we make a mockery of Jesus’ death just as the soldiers who spat upon him, the thieves who hurled insults at him, and the rabble who shouted, ‘Come down from the cross!’”
  These are also appropriate words of warning today as well for all those who would seek some other way of meriting God’s grace than through faith in our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

CONCLUSION


Even today, the battle of the doctrine of justification rages.  On one side there are those who affirm that we are saved by grace through faith—faith alone—in Jesus Christ.  On the other side, there are those who would say that we are saved by faith and works.  So what really is the truth?  What does the Bible say?  


Paul answers this question in Gal. 2:15-21 in the most unambiguous of terms.  He carefully forms his argument, answers objections, and comes to a conclusion regarding our justification in the space of only seven verses.  He begins by placing all people—all savrx—on a level playing field.  We, whether Jew or Gentile are sinners, guilty before God.  He further affirms that it is only through faith in Christ, not works, can we be saved.  In response to antinomian charges, he states emphatically that rather than encouraging sin, faith in Christ does the opposite.  He goes a step further by saying that the law the Jews so preciously held on to was what encouraged sin, setting up a stunning contrast between Christ and the Mosaic law.  
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