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Introduction 

 What is the relationship between works of the law and faith in Christ?  What is the 

meaning of justification?  Are Christians able to do anything to earn their own salvation?  These 

and many related questions have been discussed and argued by countless people for centuries.  

Frequently, modern lay Christians claim that Galatians 2:15-21 points to the absolutely free 

nature of the grace of God; justification is not contingent on any human activity.  Such a stance, 

however, is an example of misreading Paul’s original intentions for this passage. 

 Scholars also have spent a great deal of energy poring over this passage and making 

claims about its meaning and purpose.  For instance, some wonder if justification involves being 

declared righteous or being made righteous.
1
  Others argue against Christian legalism on the 

basis of the distinction between law and faith.
2
  To some, the law is seen as a form of death, 

while justification is seen as a way of life.
3
  Some understand works of the law and faith in Christ 

to be “compatible” with each other;
4
 others go so far as to claim that “justification is impossible 

on the basis of the law unless faith in Christ is also present.”
5
  Each of these positions, however, 

seems to get stuck on the concept of justification; I believe Paul goes deeper than this here. 

 Another approach to this text has been taken in recent years, as well.  A plausible 

interpretation stems from the context of Paul’s confrontation of Peter at Antioch:
6
  in this 

passage, Paul is tearing down social and ethnic barriers between Christians.  This dissolution of 

                                                 
1
 Martinus C. de Boer, “Paul’s Use and Interpretation of a Justification Tradition in Galatians 2.15-21,” 

Journal for the Study of the New Testament 28, no. 2 (December 2005): 191. 
2
 Jack Albright, “Stand Firm in Freedom: Summer Lections from Galatians,” Quarterly Review 15 (Spring 

1995): 92. 
3
 Wiard Popkes, “Two Interpretations of ‘Justification’ in the New Testament Reflections on Galatians 

2:15-21 and James 2:21-25,” Studia Theologica 59, no. 2 (2005): 130. 
4
 de Boer, “Paul’s Use and Interpretation,” 196. 

5
 William O. Walker, Jr., “Translation and Interpretation of �àν µ� in Galatians 2:16,” Journal of Biblical 

Literature 116 (Fall 1997): 516.  Here, Walker is stating the position of James D. G. Dunn, one of the so-called 

“New Perspective” writers. 
6
 See Galatians 2:1-14. 



 2 

barriers is captured by the later statement that there is “neither Jew nor Greek” as concerns 

membership in the kingdom of God.
7
  Thus, Paul’s concept of justification “presupposes the end 

of the world as we know it.”
8
  In Paul’s mind, Jews have “no special edge [i.e., through the law] 

when it comes to justification”;
9
 instead, all people are on a level playing field on account of our 

common faith in Jesus Christ.  Such an interpretation is reasonable and helpful; however, I do 

not believe it goes far enough in explaining the original meaning of this passage. 

 The goal of this work is to show that Paul, in Galatians 2:15-21, is arguing about neither 

the cause of justification through Christ nor the new social order that is to exist within 

Christianity; instead, he is laying the theological foundation for the active course which one’s 

faith-filled life must follow as a result of justification.  In Paul’s mind, one owes Christ a life of 

love and self-sacrifice on account of being loved by the self-sacrificing Savior.  This obligation 

is the foundation for one’s earthly decisions and actions; the Christian life is a response to the 

Christian’s obligation to serve Christ, not the Christian’s obligation to follow the law of Moses.  

This position helps make sense of Galatians 2:15-21 in light of Paul’s confrontation of Peter at 

Antioch and in light of the letter to the Galatians in its entirety. 

The Nature of Justification 

 Before proceeding, it is important that we investigate what justification means to Paul.  

First and foremost, the source of justification is God.  The verb δικαιóω (“I justify”) appears in 

various forms some thirty-nine times in the New Testament, including eight in Galatians and 

fifteen in Romans.  Without variation, when the verb refers to the relationship between God and 

                                                 
7
 Galatians 3:28. 

8
 Mark A. Seifrid, “Paul, Luther, and Justification in Gal 2:15-21,” Westminster Theological Journal 65, 

no. 2 (Fall 2003): 218. 
9
 David E. Garland, “Paul’s Defense of the Truth of the Gospel Regarding Gentiles (Galatians 2:15-3:22),” 

Review and Expositor 91 (Spring 1994): 168. 
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humankind, either the verb is in the passive voice (e.g., “we have been justified by his blood”
10

) 

or the subject of the verb is God (e.g., “it is God who justifies”
11

).  Clearly, Paul understands 

justification to be something which God pronounces upon human beings; it is not something to 

be achieved by human effort. 

 At the same time, however, justification is for Paul a concept which requires a reciprocal 

response on the part of the one who is justified.  In Paul’s first century honor-shame society, a 

patron often would give a gracious, undeserved gift to another person, who then would become a 

client of this patron; the client would be socially required to render services some type of 

services to the patron.  Such services were not seen as repayment, strictly speaking; rather, these 

services functioned as an obligation which the client was expected to fulfill.
12

 

The New Perspective on Paul suggests that Paul understood justification to work in this 

manner.  This concept of justification was nothing new to Paul or to the other first-century 

Jewish Christians.  Judaism, out of which Christianity grew, was “a covenant-based faith from 

which works flowed as obedience in order to maintain one’s relationship to God within that 

covenant.”  Paul’s understanding of justification and righteousness was therefore similar to that 

of the ancient Jews.
13

  The passage in question defends this claim itself:  in verses 15 and 16, 

Paul states that “we . . . Jews” know that justification occurs through faith, not simply through 

ritual works of obedience.
14

  This understanding began with the patriarch Abraham, who 

“believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”
15

  Therefore, Paul’s perspective on 

                                                 
10

 Romans 5:9. 
11

 Romans 8:33. 
12

 Paul J. Achtemeier, Joel B. Green, and Marianne Meye Thompson, Introducing the New Testament: Its 

Literature and Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2001), 48-50. 
13

 Scot McKnight, “The Ego and ‘I’: Galatians 2:19 in New Perspective,” Word and World 20, no. 3 

(Summer 2000): 273-4. 
14

 Ibid., 274.  The distinction here is subtle:  religious and social works are important, but only secondarily 

so; the primary response to God is rooted in the exercise of faith. 
15

 Galatians 3:6.  Here Paul is quoting Genesis 15:6. 
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works must be seen in light of the Israelite history and religion from which it sprang:  it is not 

one of legalism; it is one of covenant. 

 This leads us to a strangely reciprocal concept of justification.  Surely, God is the initiator 

and actor; however, those who believe in him are expected to reciprocate in certain ways.  Mark 

A. Seifrid spiritualizes this idea by stating that justification is “an event in which those who 

believe participate:  those who share in Christ share in his death and resurrection.”
16

  While this 

is certainly true and can be substantiated by Paul (even in our passage of interest),
17

 this does not 

adequately describe the ways in which Paul believed participation in justification was to take 

place.  In the ancient world, reciprocation required some sort of active response, something done 

for the benefit of one’s patron.  As we continue to investigate Galatians 2:15-21, we will find 

that within the context of Christian justification, the client (a believer) is obligated to live his or 

her earthly life in service and devotion to the patron (Christ).  We will also discover ways in 

which Paul understood this reciprocation to take place. 

Literary Setting 

 No passage of scripture stands alone; we must investigate the relationship of Galatians 

2:15-21 to its immediate context and to the letter as a whole.  First, we note that this passage is 

clearly related to the immediately preceding material regarding Paul’s confrontation of Peter 

(Cephas) at Antioch.
18

  Apparently, Peter had been eating with the Gentiles until some people 

from James arrived; at that point, Peter led others in withdrawing from table fellowship with the 

Gentiles, an action which Paul interpreted as inconsistent with respect to the truth of the gospel.  

In response to this inconsistency, Paul openly criticized Peter for his actions. 

                                                 
16

 Seifrid, “Paul, Luther, and Justification,” 220. 
17

 Galatians 2:19-21. 
18

 Galatians 2:11-14. 
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 What was the nature of Peter’s inconsistency?  At first glance, one might suggest that 

Peter and the other Jews were eating ritually unclean food with the Gentiles, and James and 

company disapproved of this betrayal of the law.  Several modern scholars disagree with this 

suggestion, however; they suggest that, rather than complaining about food choices, those from 

James disapproved of how Peter and the others “were sharing table fellowship with non-

proselyte (non-circumcised) gentiles as though they were equal before God.”
19

  The main 

problem here is not concerned with food laws; the main problem is concerned with the identity 

of the people of God:  “certain kinds of ‘works,’ namely acts like Sabbath, circumcision, [and] 

food laws . . . are expressions of allegiance to Torah as identifying the people of God in their 

distinction from either gentiles or other Jewish sectarian understandings of the Torah.”
20

  By 

associating freely with Gentiles – and by not requiring them to follow the law of Moses – Peter 

was undermining the uniqueness of the identity of God’s people.  Such was the complaint of 

those from James. 

Peter subsequently allowed this complaint to change the nature of his relationship with 

the Gentiles.  Paul interpreted this action as inconsistent with the “truth of the gospel.”
21

  Perhaps 

he feared that the church at Antioch would be “split along ethnic lines” rather than maintain its 

unity in Christ;
 22

 such a division would contradict, for instance, Jesus’ desire that all believers be 

united in him.
23

  In any case, Galatians 2:15-21 functions as Paul’s own explanation (to the 

Galatians) of his critique of Peter.  We should note that scholars are divided on whether or not 

these seven verses are part of Paul’s speech to Peter.  Since Paul does not directly address the 

                                                 
19

 Caroline Johnson Hodge, “Apostle to the Gentiles: Constructions of Paul’s Identity,” Biblical 

Interpretation 13, no. 3 (2005): 279.  Emphasis is the author’s. 
20

 McKnight, “The Ego and ‘I’,” 277.  Emphasis is the author’s. 
21

 Galatians 2:14. 
22

 Garland, “Paul’s Defense of the Truth of the Gospel,” 165. 
23

 John 17:20-24. 
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Galatians until the beginning of chapter 3, it is possible that Galatians 2:15-21 is an extension of 

Paul’s words to Peter at Antioch.  It is also possible, however, that these verses include Paul’s 

theological reflections after the incident at Antioch.  Much time and effort have been spent in 

pursuit of a resolution to these issues.  For our purposes, it is enough to observe that Galatians 

2:15-21 depends on and comments on Paul’s encounter with Peter at Antioch. 

 Recent scholarship has focused on the letter to the Galatians as a work of rhetoric 

designed to adjure the Galatians to avoid the teachings of the Judaizers, Christians who required 

Gentile converts to submit to the law of Moses in order to be saved.  Galatians 2:15-21 functions 

as a propositio (or “purpose statement”) in this letter; this passage sets the tone for the entire 

letter by “show[ing] that justification is a very important matter for Paul.”
24

  His emphasis on 

justification as a reciprocal patron-client agreement is revealed throughout the letter to the 

Galatians.  However, this reciprocation does not require obedience to the law of Moses; 

Christians need not observe, for instance, Jewish feasts, Sabbaths, and ritual circumcision.
25

  

Instead, Paul claims that “the only thing that counts is faith working through love.”
26

  The “truth 

of the gospel” is that a believer’s required response to God’s salvific work in Christ has its 

genesis in the love of Christ, not in the law of Moses.
27

  Paul even states that “the whole law is 

summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’”
28

 

Clearly, then, the letter to the Galatians shows that justification involves an active 

response of love on the part of the one who believes in Christ.  How does this understanding of 

justification influence and inform Paul’s words in Galatians 2:15-21? 

                                                 
24

 Ben Witherington III, The Paul Quest: The Renewed Search for the Jew of Tarsus (Downers Grove, 

Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1997), 280. 
25

 Galatians 4:9-12 and 5:2-4. 
26

 Galatians 5:6b. 
27

 Jack Albright states that “Paul demands that the Galatians love everyone” and that “the universality of 

love ties [sin and grace] together” (Albright, “Stand Firm in Freedom,” 103). 
28

 Galatians 5:14. 
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A New Reading of Galatians 2:15-21 

 Paul’s thought process in this passage can be broken down into three different stages:  

justification comes through active faith in Christ (vv. 15-16), such an active faith is at odds with 

the law (vv. 17-18), and life under the law is superceded by life in Christ (vv. 19-21).  At each of 

these stages, Paul points to the necessity of an active response to the justification one has 

received from Jesus Christ. 

 In verses 15 and 16, Paul emphasizes the reality that faith in Christ Jesus, not obedience 

to the law of Moses, is the requirement to receive God’s justification.  William O. Walker, Jr. 

points out the beautiful chiastic structure of verse 16 that illustrates this point:
29

 

  (A)  a person is justified not by the works of the law 

   (B)  but through faith in Jesus Christ. 

    (C)  And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus 

   (B’)  so that we might be justified by faith in Christ 

  (A’)  and not by doing the works of the law, because no one will be justified by 

the works of the law. 

The key to justification, then, is belief in Christ Jesus; the aorist tense verb �πιστεúσαµεν refers 

to a specific point in the past at which this belief has become active.  In the (B) section, Paul has 

apparently omitted the words “a person is justified”; the idea is that a believer is justified only 

through faith in Jesus Christ.
30

  Some have interpreted the words �áν µ� (translated “but” in the 

(B) section above) as “unless” or “except”; the implication then is that works of the law can 

result in justification, as long as they are done through faith in Jesus Christ.
31

  However, this 

interpretation adds a layer of complexity to the text that need not exist. 

 It is important to keep in mind that Paul understands justification to be initiated and 

achieved by God himself.  Therefore, neither “works of the law” nor “faith in Christ” – each a 

                                                 
29

 The following is adapted from Walker, “Translation and Interpretation,” 520. 
30

 Ibid., 517. 
31

 Ibid., 516. 
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human response to God – is meant to be causative with respect to justification.  On the other 

hand, Paul understands justification to be part of a covenant relationship between God and 

humankind; some sort of reciprocity is required on behalf of the justified.  This is precisely the 

point Paul is trying to make in these two verses:  the one who is justified by Jesus Christ is 

obligated to serve him, and this is to be done not through ritual obedience to the law of Moses 

but through an active faith in Christ. 

In the next two verses of this passage, Paul describes the essential conflict between the 

way of the law and the way of Christ.  Each of these verses reveals Paul’s understanding of the 

active nature of faith in Christ.  For instance, in verse 17, Paul uses the participle ζητο�ντε̋, 

which comes from the lemma ζητéω, meaning “I seek” or “I strive for.”  This participial phrase, 

then, carries a very active connotation:  “seeking to be justified in Christ.”
32

  Also, verse 18 

contains first person active verbs (κατéλυσα, “I destroyed,” and ο�κοδοµ�, “I build”) which 

strengthen the idea that Paul understands faith in Christ to be quite active indeed. 

Again, Paul is not suggesting that justification is something that human beings achieve; 

rather, it is the primary event which prompts active responses on the part of the justified.  

Therefore, verse 17 begins by suggesting that this reciprocal response to God’s justification is 

something which requires continued personal effort.  Paul also understands that this process may 

be plagued by the presence of sin in a believer’s life.  Then he asks this rhetorical question:  if a 

believer – one who is truly seeking to fulfill his or her obligation to Christ – sins, does this imply 

that Christ is “a servant of sin,”
33

 that is, that Christ is somehow a client of sin and obligated to 

serve sin in some manner?  If this were the case, then the sinning believer could be seen as 

                                                 
32

 My translation. 
33

 My translation, along with the NRSV.  The Greek term διáκονο̋ is often interpreted “minister” or 

“promoter”; such a rendering (a) eliminates Paul’s reference to the patron/client model and (b) strays from the usual 

translation “servant,” which is used throughout the New Testament. 
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serving sin rather than Christ.  Such a situation is, in a word, untenable for Paul; Jesus Christ is 

the ultimate patron. 

In verse 18, Paul sets the stage for the rest of the passage by describing the effects of sin 

in a believer’s life.
34

  The construction of this verse shows that Paul is not considering a lifestyle 

of sin; rather, he is thinking of a momentary return to sin.  Here, Paul is asking a subtle question:  

if an active believer is found to be in violation of the law, what is the significance of this 

discovery?  Paul answers his unasked question clearly; such a person is “a transgressor.”  The 

Greek word here, παραβáτην, appears in only four other places in the New Testament.
35

  On 

each of these occasions, the word νóµου (in the genitive, meaning “of the law”) is connected to 

παραβáτην.  Since two of these occasions are Pauline, and since this entire passage deals with 

the relationship between works of the law and faith in Christ, we may interpret the term 

“transgressor” in verse 18 to mean “transgressor of the law.”  Paul is arguing that a believer who 

violates the law is a transgressor of the law and, as such, is still bound as a slave to the law. 

This status as a slave contradicts the believer’s new identity in Jesus Christ; the final 

three verses of the passage elucidate this comparison and clinch Paul’s overarching rhetorical 

point.  Verse 19 states that a true believer has died to the law for the purposes of living to God; 

thus, transgressing the law does not negate one’s covenantal relationship with God.  This is the 

first suggestion that Paul is arguing for a different way of defining the boundary lines of the 

Christian community.
36

  In verses 19b and 20a, Paul explains that, on account of mirroring 

Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection (by dying to the law and living in Christ – or, rather, being 

lived in by Christ), the believer is in a living, active relationship with Christ.  Hence, the patron-

                                                 
34

 Throughout this passage, I interpret the first person singular pronoun “I” as a Pauline means of referring 

rhetorically to a (generic) follower of Christ. 
35

 Romans 2:25, 27; James 2:9, 11. 
36

 Hodge, “Apostle to the Gentiles,” 278. 
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client relationship established by God’s justification is strengthened and solidified by Christ 

living within the believer. 

The terms of this relationship become clear at the end of verse 20.  Paul states that the 

believer’s earthly life is oriented (by faith) toward “the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

himself for me.”  These two actions – loving and self-giving – characterize Paul’s understanding 

of the nature of the Christ-to-Christian (i.e., patron-to-client) relationship.  Justification, as the 

initiation of a reciprocal relationship between God and human beings, is made known through 

God’s love as revealed in the self-sacrifice of Jesus Christ on behalf of humanity. 

Verse 21 concludes Paul’s argument by reassuring his audience that the grace of God is 

not contradicted or made meaningless because of a believer’s newly located identity.  On the 

contrary, the death of Christ is the ultimate expression of God’s grace; “if [rhetorically speaking] 

justification comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing.”  Paul thus emphasizes the 

supremacy of faith in Christ over against obedience to the law.  The foundation of one’s 

relationship to God – and, consequently, the pattern for one’s active reciprocation to God – is to 

be found in Christ rather than in the law.  

Paul’s Use of this Passage 

 This reading of Galatians 2:15-21 accomplishes two goals simultaneously:  it illuminates 

and clarifies Paul’s confrontation of Peter at Antioch, and it sets the stage for the message of the 

entire letter to the Galatians.  Through this passage, Paul explains to the Galatians that he 

confronted Peter because Peter was violating his patron-client relationship with Jesus Christ.  

Paul understands Peter’s withdrawal from table fellowship with the Gentiles as a betrayal of the 

active faith response which he was obligated to fulfill as a condition of his justification from 

God.  The actions taken by Peter likely go deeper than this withdrawal, however; in Galatians 
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2:14, Paul writes that he asked Peter, “How can you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?”  

Such a question belies the depth of the actions of Peter:  he was, at least for a moment, a 

Judaizer!  By compelling Gentiles to follow the law of Moses, Peter was abandoning his new 

identity as a follower of Christ and was choosing to be a client of a lesser patron, the law. 

 This confrontation of Peter serves as a springboard for the purpose of Paul’s letter to the 

Galatians.  Throughout the letter, Paul shows his concern that the Galatians will be swayed by 

Judaizers who are in their midst.  He repeatedly encourages them to remain faithful to Christ and 

to maintain their active faith responses to him by loving and serving each other and their 

community.  The story of Peter serves as an example; if the Galatians succumb to the law of 

Moses, then they have violated and abandoned their patron-client relationships with Jesus Christ.  

Galatians 2:15-21 provides the theological bridge that connects Paul’s confrontation of Peter to 

his challenge for the Galatians:  a believer must live as a client of Jesus Christ, not as a client of 

the law of Moses. 
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