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A Study of the Letter to the Galatians

Can the Law, Old Customs and Rituals Give Us New Life?
The Law and Sinners: What did Paul mean by ‘Justification’?
Galatians 2:15-21: 15 We ourselves are Jews by birth, not Gentiles and sinners,  16 But we know that no man is ever justified by doing what the law demands, but only through faith In Christ Jesus; so we too have put our faith in Jesus Christ, in order that we might be justified through this faith, and not through deeds dictated by law; for by such deeds, Scripture says, no mortal man shall be justified.

17 If now, in seeking to be justified in Christ, because we ourselves are sinners like the Gentiles and condemned by the law, does that mean that Christ is a servant of sin?  No, never!  18 No, if I start building up again a system of condemnation which I have pulled down, then it is that I show myself up as a transgressor of the law which does not allow anyone to be justified by faith.
19 For through the law I died to law to live for God.  20 I have been crucified with Christ: the life I now live is not my life, but the life which Christ lives in me; and my present bodily life is lived by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and sacrificed himself for me.  21 I will not nullify the grace of God; if righteousness comes by law, then Christ died for nothing.

Self-definition Based on the Past

Paul begins “self-definition” of Jewish Christians by considering them, including Paul himself, as Jews: “we who are Jews by birth.”  Here Jewish-ness is determined by birth.  Birth, any birth, belongs to the past.  It may have prestige.  But very often what is established by law or custom which comes from the past is not examined critically.  What separates the Jews from the Gentiles who are called in Jewish terms “sinners” is that the Gentiles are sinners because they do not possess the Torah (cf. Rom 2: 14), and that because of this defect they cannot achieve righteousness (cf. Rom 9:30, 31; 3: If; 1 Cor 6:l ;9:21; 12:2; 1 Thess I :9f; 4:5; Phil 3:6).

The argument is restricted by Paul’s doctrinal abbreviation: the expression “sinner Gentiles” presupposes the Jewish concept of human sinfulness, according to which sinners within Judaism must be distinguished from sinners who come from the non Jewish population and who wish to partake of salvation. Jews commit sins when they transgress the Torah, and they can obtain forgiveness by various means or by vicarious suffering, that is, by the Torah.  Gentiles, however, are “sinners” as Gentiles, because they are outside of the Torah covenant where there is no salvation.

The second part of the “self-definition” defines the status before God, which Jewish Christians claim as Christians.  This part contains what is traditionally called Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith: “(we) know that a human being is not justified by works of the Law but only through faith in Christ Jesus.” There are two important considerations which one must bear in mind when one approaches this famous doctrine.  First of all, in this context the doctrine of justification by faith is part of a Jewish-Christian theology.  It is based upon the self-definition of Jewish Christians as Jews (see v 15), and verse l6 is an addition to what is stated in verse 15.  The second consideration relates to the translation of the rest of verses 16-17.  Here we have five matters to resolve:

1. Paul’s use of the Greek dikai cluster of words, with the verb dikaiow which is translated “to justify” or “make righteous,” appearing three times in this verse and once in verse 17

2. The use of the Greek dikaiosene “justification,” or “righteousness” which is the heart of the teaching in Verses verse 21

3. Paul’s understanding of the “law,” which he contrasts with the work of Jesus Christ

4. What did Paul mean by the “the works law”?
5. How do we read the Greek words pistews Iesou Xristw (“faith in Jesus Christ” or “the faith/faithfulness of Jesus Christ”)?  

Historical Note to the Reader of Paul’s Letters

The history of discussion on Paul’s use of the cluster of words law, justification and righteousness is very complex.  Set out in broad terms, the question is: When Paul uses “justify,” “make righteous”, “justification,” “just,” and “righteous,” what does he have in mind?
· Something conferred, or to use the late vocabulary of the 16th and 17th centuries, a declaratory, forensic relationship like a verdict in a court case, where the sinner was acquitted, Or,
· A quality of life lived daily in a renewed mind 

Traditionally, Roman Catholics have tended to lay stress on the noun “justification,” and the adjective “righteous,” and to interpret the verb “justify,” concluding that all means both acquittal from past sins and making righteous in the full ethical sense – but that a final declaration of righteousness awaits the last judgment. 

Protestants, since Luther have stressed the meaning of the verb to justify as being forensic in character, an acquittal in a court case where the divine justice because of the death of Christ faces Jesus and not the sinner.  This means that sinners have “a right relationship” (declaratory or imputed) rather than “an ethical uprightness” (effective or “real”). 

To put the question in more modern form: Is Paul’s use of the cluster of words preaching a “transferred relationship” as  E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, esp. pages 470—72, tried to prove; Or

As, J. A. Ziesler, in his book, “The Meaning of Righteousness in Paul,” that the verb “to justify” in Paul’s letters is used forensically and relationally, but that the noun “righteousness” and adjective “righteous” have also behavioral status – thereby showing how Paul joins forensic and ethical categories in his understanding of righteousness, with the one always involving the other.

These two sides in Paul must be considered in reading Galatians 2:15-21. 
N T Wright, What St Paul Really Said, 1977

What Is ‘Justification’?

People, including many supposedly “Pauline” Christians, would say, off the cuff, that the heart of Paul’s teaching is “justification by faith.”  What such people understand as the meaning of this phrase is something like this: People are always trying to pull themselves up by their own moral bootstraps.  They try to save themselves by their own efforts; to make themselves good enough for God, or for heaven.  This doesn’t work; one can only be saved by the sheer unmerited grace of God, appropriated not by good works but by faith.  This account of justification gives rise to the controversy between Pelagius and Augustine in the early fifth century and to that between Erasmus and Luther in the early sixteenth century.

I shall suggest that this popular view of “justification by faith,” though not entirely misleading, does not do justice to the richness and precision of Paul’s doctrine, and indeed distorts it at various points.  Briefly and boldly put, if you start with the view of justification, you may actually lose sight of the heart of the gospel; whereas if you start with the Pauline gospel itself you will get justification in all its glory thrown in as well.  To address these issues we need to remind ourselves again of one aspect of recent Pauline scholarship. 

The traditional questions of Pauline theology have been knocked into quite a new shape by what we have come to call “the Sanders revolution.”  Since the publication in 1977 of E.D. Sanders’ “Paul and Palestinian Judaism,”  the fat has been in the fire.  Everything we knew about Paul, or thought we knew, has had to be re-examined.  Sanders argued, basically, that the normal Christian, and especially Protestant, readings of Paul were seriously flawed, because they attributed to first-century Judaism theological views which belonged rather to medieval Catholicism.  Once we described Judaism accurately, Sanders argued, we were forced to rethink Paul’s critique of it, and his whole positive theology in its turn.

There has been a knee-jerk acceptance of Sanders in certain quarters, particularly where he has been seen as an ally in the broader Enlightenment project of demolishing the historical roots of orthodox Christianity.  Equally there has been a knee-jerk rejection of Sanders by those desperately concerned to maintain the orthodoxy they knew and loved, and defend it against critical attack.  Most of us in the guild of New Testament studies have, I think, taken the path – surely the path of wisdom – of searching the texts carefully to see if, and if so to what extent, these things may be so.
One of the many odd things about Sanders’ presentation of Paul is that he continues to accept what the tradition has told us Paul meant by “justification” itself.  Since he has redrawn so many other aspects of Paul’s thought, one might have supposed he would take a fresh look at this too; but he doesn’t.  He contents himself with a modified version of the thesis made famous at the start of the century by Wrede and Schweitzer: that justification is not the center of Paul’s thought, but rather takes a secondary, and essentially ad hoc and polemical (after the fact and argumentative) place to what Schweitzer called “Christ-mysticism” and what Sanders calls “participation.”  But he continues to assume that, when Paul does speak of justification and its various cognates, he is talking about what the tradition – including the Lutheran tradition that Sanders has so strongly criticized – was talking about.

I wish to suggest that this is not, in fact, the case.  In terms of the place of justification within Paul’s thought, I have already indicated that it cannot be put right at the center, since that place is already taken by the person of Jesus himself and the gospel announcement of his sovereign kingship.  But this does not mean that justification becomes a secondary, still less an inessential, matter.  Let it not be assumed that I am agreeing with Wrede or Schweitzer.  Rather, when we understand exactly what Paul did mean by “justification,” we will come to see that it is organically and integrally “linked” with what he meant by “the gospel.”  It cannot be detached without pulling apart the very heart of Paul away with it.  This claim, however, does not of itself indicate what “justification” actually is.  It simply clears the ground for further exploration.  The gospel has come to mean various things which are not precisely what Paul meant by it.  We now discover that the same is true of “justification.”  The discussions of justification in much of the history of the church, certainly since Augustine, got off on the wrong foot at least in terms of understanding Paul – and they have stayed there ever since.  Interestingly, Alister McGrath, in his monumental history of the Doctrine, allows right from the start for exactly this possibility.  “The doctrine justification,” he writes, “has come to develop a meaning quite independent of its biblical origins, and concerns the means by which man’s relationship to God is established.  The church has chosen to subsume (make part of, include) its discussion of reconciliation of man to God under the aegis of justification, thereby giving the concept an emphasis quite absent from the New Testament.  The ‘doctrine of justification’ has come to bear a meaning within dogmatic theology which is quite independent of its Pauline origins … .”

So far, I basically agree; and I shall develop the detail of this from the Pauline end, which McGrath himself does not do.  But he continues: “Even if it could be shown that justification plays a minimal role in Pauline soteriology (doctrine of salvation in Christ), or that its origins lie in an anti-Judaising polemic quite inappropriate to the theological circumstances of today, its significance would not be diminished as a result.”  McGrath, clearly, is seeking to side-step potential rejoinders to his project from pesky Pauline specialists grumbling that the whole discussion is based on a mistake.  Whatever I meant by a word, if the church has used that word or its equivalents in other languages to mean something else for nearly two thousand years, that wither here nor there.  But a problem remains none the less.  In all the church’s discussions of what has come to be called “justification” (which as McGrath says may not be what Paul meant by the term), Paul himself is of course constantly invoked. H is letters are ransacked for statements, dare we even for proof-texts, on a subject which he may not himself have conceived in those terms.  If it is true that Paul meant by “justification” something which is significantly different from what subsequent debate has meant, then this appeal to him is consistently flawed, maybe even invalidated altogether. 
If we are to understand Paul himself; and perhaps to provide a Pauline critique of current would-be biblical theology and agendas, it is therefore vital and, I believe, urgent, that we ask whether such texts have in fact been misused.  The answer to that question, I suggest, is an emphatic Yes.

The church’s “doctrine of justification,” says McGrath, addresses “the question of how the saving action of God towards mankind in Christ may be appropriated by the individual.”  That is to say, it deals with “the question of what man must do if he is to enter into a relationship with God through Christ;” moreover, it also concerns itself with establishing “the presuppositions and consequences” of this event.  Classically this doctrine ever since Augustine has been concerned with warding off some version or other of the Pelagian heresy (man responsible for and able to attain his own salvation).  Different people have meant different things by that heresy and the sharp-eyed have spotted it, sometimes, even in those who thought they were opposing it root and branch.  I must insist, right away, that if you come upon anyone who genuinely thinks that they can fulfill Palagius’ programme, in whichever form or variation you like, you should gently but firmly set them right.  There is simply no way that human beings can make themselves fit for the presence or salvation of God.  What is more, I know of no serious theologian, Protestant, Catholic or Orthodox, who thinks otherwise; indeed, one of the best expositions of the Augustinian or Lutheran or Calvinist doctrine of justification I have ever heard was given by a Jesuit, Father Edward Yarnold, in an ecumenical meeting.  If Pelagius survives at all today, it is at the level of popular secular moralism, which is in any case becoming harder and harder to find in the Western world.

But if we come to Paul with these questions in mind – the questions about how human beings come into a living and saving relationship with the living and saving God – it is not justification that springs to his lips or pen.  When he describes how persons, finding themselves confronted with the act of God in Christ, come to appropriate that act for themselves, he has a clear train of thought, repeated at various points.  The message about Jesus and his cross and resurrection – “the gospel” – is announced to them; through this means, works by his Spirit upon their hearts; as a result, they come to believe the message; they join the Christian community through baptism, and begin to share in its common way of life.  That is how people come into relationship with the living God.

If you say that this is what you mean by justification by faith, I reply that we must take note of the fact that when Paul is setting out this train of ought, as he does (for instance) in 1 Thessalonians 1, he does not mention justification.  That is not what he is talking about.  If you respond that the entire epistle to the Romans is a description of how persons become Christians and that justification is central there, I will answer, anticipating my later argument, that this way of reading Romans has systematically done violence to that text for hundreds of years, and that it is time for the text itself to be heard again. 

Paul does indeed discuss the subject-matter which the church has referred to as “justification,” but he does not use justification language for it.  This alerts us to the negative truth of McGrath’s point.  Paul may or may not agree with Augustine, Luther or anyone else about how people come to a personal knowledge of God in Christ; but he does not use the language of “justification” to denote this event or process.  Instead, he speaks of the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus, the work of the Spirit, and the entry into the common life of the people of God.  What then does Paul mean when he uses the language of “justification”?  How is this related to the gospel?  I shall now argue for a threefold position about justification language in Paul, corresponding closely to the threefold grid of understanding “God’s righteousness.”

First, it is covenant language – not in the sense of that word made famous through some sixteenth- and seventeenth-century discussions, but in the first-century Jewish sense.  When Paul speaks of justification he is operating within the whole world of thought of second-temple Judaism, which clung to the covenant promises in the face of increasingly difficult political circumstances (the Romans, etc.).
Second, it is law-court language, functioning within the covenant, setting a strong explanatory metaphor. Two things must be said about this: 

· First, this metaphor is necessary for understanding what the covenant was all about.  The covenant was there to put the world to rights, to deal with evil and to restore God’s justice and order to the cosmos. 

· Second, it is never independent of the covenant setting.  It cannot be made into an absolute and free-standing concept without doing violence both to itself and to the meaning of the covenant.

Third, justification for Paul cannot be understood apart from eschatology (end times doctrine).  It cannot, that is, be made into an abstract or timeless system, a method of salvation to be randomly applied.  It is part of the Pauline worldview in which the Creator of the world has acted, uniquely; climactically and decisively; in Jesus Christ, for the rescue of the entire cosmos, and is now by his Spirit, bringing all things into subjection to this Jesus.  How does this work out in detail?  To answer this we must take another step backwards, this time into Paul’s own Jewish world.

Justification in Paul’s Jewish Context

Saul of Tarsus was, by his own admission, a zealous Pharisee, close in his views to the out-and- out revolutionaries.  As such, Saul was not interested in a timeless system of salvation, whether of works-righteousness or anything else.  He wanted God to redeem Israel.  Moreover, he drew freely on texts from the Hebrew Bible which promised that Israel’s God would do exactly that.  People like Saul were not primarily interested in the state of their souls after death; that was no doubt important, but no doubt God would have the matter in hand.  They were interested, urgently, in the salvation which, they believed, the one true God had promised to his people Israel.

One feature of this hope needs to be emphasized at this point. The purpose of the covenant was never simply that the Creator wanted to have Israel as a special people, irrespective of the fate of the rest of the world.  The covenant was there to deal with the sin, and bring about the salvation, of the world.  It was therefore utterly appropriate, as I said earlier, that this great event should be described in terms drawn from the setting in which evil was regularly dealt with, namely that of the law court.  God himself was seen as the judge; evildoers (i.e. the Gentiles, and renegade Jews) would finally be judged and punished; God’s faithful people (i.e. Israel, or at least the true Israelites) would be vindicated. Their redemption – which would take the physical and concrete form of political liberation, the restoration of the Temple, and ultimately of resurrection itself – would be seen as the great law-court showdown, the great victory before the great judge.

This “justification” would thus also be eschatological: it would be the final fulfillment of Israel’s long-cherished hope.  But, importantly; this event could be anticipated under certain circumstances, so that particular Jews and/or groups of Jews could see themselves as the true Israel in advance of the day when everyone else would see them thus as well.  Those who adhered in the proper way to the ancestral covenant charter, the Torah, were assured in the present that they were the people who would be vindicated in the future.  There, “justification by works” has nothing to do with individual Jews attempting a kind of proto-Pelagianism pulling themselves up by their moral bootstraps, and everything to do with the definition of the true Israel in advance of the final eschatological showdown.  Justification in this setting, then, is not a matter of how someone enters the community of the true people of God, but of how you tell who belongs to that community, not least in the period of time before the eschatological event itself, when the matter will become public knowledge.

I have, of course, foreshortened discussion of these difficult and contentious matters a great deal. But already it should be clear that certain aspects of the post-Augustine debate of what has come to be called “justification” have nothing much to do with the context in which Paul was writing. “Justification” in the first century was not about how someone might establish a relationship with God.  It was about God’s eschatological definition, both future and present, of who was, in fact, a member of his people.  In Sanders’ terms, it was not so much about “getting in,” or indeed out; “staying in” as about “how you could tell who was in.”  In standard Christian theological language, it wasn’t so much about Soteriology as about Ecclesiology; i.e., not so much about salvation as about the church.

Already we can see that this brief study of the Jewish meaning of “justification” emphasizes two points I made: 

· First, within the law-court setting, the “righteousness” which someone has when found in their favor is not a moral quality which they bring into court with them; it is the legal status which they carry out of court with them. 

· Second, we saw that this legal status, the “righteousness” of the person who has won the case, is not to be confused with the judge’s “righteousness.”  These implications have, ironically, been missed often enough by the very theologians who have tried to insist on the forensic (law court) nature of the doctrine.

The first-century context also indicates that the modern scholarly discussions of justification from Wrede and Schweitzer to the present day have likewise very often been beside the point.  Schweitzer’s dichotomy of the law court and of “Christ-mysticism,” Sanders’ similar dichotomy of “juristic” and “participationist” categories, and many other similar schemes, have missed the really central matter.  With Sanders this is all the more ironic, since he sees and argues for in Judaism what he misses in Paul: the covenant.  Once you understand how first-century Jewish covenant theology actually works, you will see that law-court language, “participation” language, and a great deal else besides, settle down and make their home with each other, dovetailed without confusion and distinguished without dislocation.  But to take this further we must turn, at last, to Paul.  What, precisely does Paul mean by “justification,” and how does it relate to what he meant by “the gospel”?

Justification in Paul’s Christian Theology

There is of course easily enough material on what Paul meant by justification to occupy another whole book.  All there is space for here is to highlight certain features, raise some key questions, and make a few suggestions.  I shall follow the time-honored, and methodologically justifiable, process of discussing the letters in what I believe is their chronological order, and then trying to pull some threads together.

Galatians: Despite a long tradition to the contrary, the problem Paul addresses in Galatians is not the question of how precisely someone becomes a Christian, or attains to a relationship with God (I’m not even sure how Paul would express, in Greek, our notion of “relationship with God,” but we’ll leave that aside).  The problem he addresses is: Should his ex-pagan converts be circumcised or not?  Now this question is by no means obviously to do with the questions faced by Augustine and Pelagius, or by Luther and Erasmus.  On anyone’s reading, but especially within its first-century context, it has to do quite obviously with the question of how you define the people of God: are they to be defined by the badges of Jewish race, or in some other way?   Circumcision is not a “moral” issue; it does not have to do with moral effort, or earning salvation by good deeds.  Nor can we simply treat it as a religious ritual, then designate all religious ritual as crypto-Pelagian good works, and so smuggle Pelagius into Galatia as the arch-opponent after all.  First-century thought both Jewish and Christian, simply doesn’t work like that.

How then does the argument of Galatians, especially in the crucial chapters 2-4, run?  The question at issue in the church at Antioch, to which Paul refers in chapter 2, is not how people came to a relationship with God, but who one is allowed to eat with.  Who is a member of the people of God?  Are ex-pagan converts full members or not?  Within this question, which Paul clearly regards as a paradigm for the issues facing the Galatians themselves, certain things stand out.

First, the context is irrevocably covenantal.  Galatians 3 is a lengthy exposition of the family of Abraham, focused initially on the covenant Chapter, Genesis 15, and moving through various other covenantal passages, not least from Deuteronomy 27.  In discussing Abraham, Paul is not simply producing a powerful string of proof-texts.  He is going back to the actual subject, which is not how individuals – Abraham then and the Galatians now – come to faith (as we say), but rather the question of who belongs to Abraham’s family.  This is clear in Galatians 3:29, where the conclusion of the argument is not “if you are Abraham’s family you are in Christ,” but the other way round.  God established the family of Abraham.  Paul reaffirms it.  What matters is who belongs to it.  Paul says that all those in Christ belong, whatever their racial background.

Further, Paul’s argument cuts right across the traditional twentieth- century scholarly battle-lines. If you concentrate on Romans, and shut half an eye as you do so, you can just about get away with treating chapters 1-4 (in Sanders’ language) “juridical” and chapters 5-8 as “participationist.”  The first part, from that point of view, is about “Justification,” the second, about being in Christ.  But in Galatians the two categories are happily jumbled up together, not least in the last paragraph of Galatians chapter 3.  “The law was our overseer until Christ, so that we might be justified by faith.  But now that faith has come, we are no longer under the overseer. For you are all children of God, through faith, in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, no male and female: for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  And if you are Christ’s, you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to the promise.”

In particular, the polemic against the Torah in Galatians simply will not work if we “translate” it into a polemic (debate) either against straightforward self-help moralism or against the more subtle snare of “legalism,” as some have suggested.  The passages about the law only work – and by “work” I mean they will only make full sense in their contexts, which is what counts in the last analysis – when we take them as references to the Jewish law, the Torah, seen as the national charter of the Jewish race.

Paul does not regard this Torah as a bad thing.  He regards it as part of one vital stage in God’s secret plan.  That stage has now been put into operation, and has been completed.  The time has come for a new stage: not that Paul (like the heretic Marcion in the second century) has come to believe that Judaism and the law were evil, or the creation of a lesser god, or anything like that; but that in Christ and by the Spirit the one God is now extending his salvation to all, irrespective of race.  That was the message that both Antioch and Galatia needed to hear.

What Paul means by justification, in this context, should therefore be clear. It is not “how you become a Christian,” so much as “how you can tell who is a member of the covenant family.”  When two people share Christian faith, says Paul, they can share table-fellowship, no matter what their ancestry.  And all this is based four-square, of course, on the theology of the cross.  “I am crucified with Christ,” he writes, “nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ lives in me” (Gal 2:19-20).  The cross has obliterated the privileged distinction that Saul of Tarsus supposed himself to enjoy; the new life he has as Paul the apostle is a life defined, not by his old existence, but solely by the crucified and risen Messiah.
The cross, in fact, throughout Galatians, is the redeeming turning-point of history.  It is the goal of Israel’s strange covenant story.  As a result, it is God’s way of healing his world.  Through the cross, “the world is crucified to me, and I to the world,” so that now “neither circumcision nor uncircumcision matters; what matters is new creation” (Gal 6:14-16). This is covenant language. Justification, in Galatians, is the doctrine which insists that all who share faith in Christ belong at the same table, no matter what their racial differences, as together they wait for the final new creation. 

Ancient Commentaries 

Theodoret of Cyrus on Galatians 2:15:


15 We ourselves are Jews by birth, not Gentiles and sinners

Now, the divine apostle wrote this to the Galatians to emphasize that the first apostles, great though they were, with a view to the Jews’ weakness sometimes allowed themselves to observe the Law, but did not do this consistently.  He mentions also the other things that he said to blessed Peter in his concern for the welfare of the Jews present.  We are Jews by birth and not sinners from Gentiles, aware that a person is not justified by works of the Law but through faith of Jesus Christ, and we have come to believe in Christ Jesus so that we may be justified by faith of Christ and  not by works of the Law (vv.15-16).  The phrase “Jews by birth” means, though being this from the beginning and from our forefathers, taking descent from Abraham, and of course taking pride in this ancestry, when we realized it was not possible to win true righteousness from the way of life according to the Law, we came to faith in Christ the Lord, reaping righteousness from faith and looking forward to the good things promised.  For (this is) the reason that all flesh will not be justified from works of the Law.  Even nature taught the basic precepts of the Law: You shall not commit adultery, you shall not kill, you shall not steal, you shall not bear false witness against your neighbor, honor your father and your mother, and suchlike.  The precepts about the Sabbath, on the contrary, about circumcision, leprosy, menstruation, sacrifices, and aspersions are peculiar to the Law: nature taught nothing about them.  So he is referring to these works of the Law.  But while transgression of these was a sin, observance did not constitute achievement of perfect righteousness.  In fact, they prefigured other things, but at that time they were appropriate for Jews.  It was of them the divine apostle said.  For that reason all flesh will not be justified from works of the Law.


Then he concludes his remarks by way of a syllogism: “But if in seeking to be justified in Christ we have been found to be sinners our selves, is Christ then a servant of sin?  Perish the thought!”  (v.17): but if the fact that we abandoned the Law and came to Christ expecting to attain the justification of faith in him is considered transgression, the responsibility will fall upon Christ the Lord himself, he being the one who revealed to us the New Covenant – but perish the thought that we should commit such blasphemy.  “After all, if I in turn build up what I destroyed, I make myself a sinner” (v.18).  He said this not only about himself but also about the apostles: they too agreed that those from Gentiles should not have to keep the Law.  We are openly transgressing what was agreed, he is saying, in building up what we destroyed, whereas it was not on the foundation of the Law but on that of Christ that we built up the Gentiles.  Now, it was very clever of him to reverse the accusation: they were calling the non-observance of the Law transgression, so he called the observance of the Law transgression.


He then shows this more clearly.  “You see, through the Law I died to the Law so as to live to God” (v.19).  Believing in the Law itself, he is saying, I made myself dead to the Law: the Law indicated Christ to me in advance, and believing it I came to him.  Dead to it, I no longer live my life according to it, but I do follow its teachings.  “I have been crucified with Christ: I am buried with him in baptism.  I live, no longer I but Christ living in me” (v.20): I set aside the former life, I have changed to a different life; I live by him whose life I have put on.  The life I live in the flesh I live by faith of the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself up for me: in this mortal life I prefigure the immortal life and see it through faith.  The reason Christ the Lord accepted death for my sake was that he might secure for me the immortal life.  “I am not nullifying the grace of God …” (v.21): the one living according to the Law scorns grace as not sufficient for salvation.  After all, if righteousness comes through the Law, then Christ died in vain: the death of the Lord is pointless if the Law suffices for obtaining righteousness.” Commentary on the Letters of Paul, vol 2, pages 8-9

Jerome: “A Jew by nature is one of Abraham’s stock, who has been circumcised by his parents on the eighth day.  One who is a Jew “not by nature” is one of Gentile origin who has been subsequently made so, That I may embrace the whole argument in a brief discourse, the sense of the text is as follows: “We are Jews by nature, doing those things that were precepts of the law, We are not sinners who come from the Gentiles – either in the sense of those who are sinners generically because they worship idols or those whom Jews now regard as unclean, Yet we know that we can not be saved by the works of the law but rather by faith in Christ, We have believed in Christ that what the law had not given us, our faith would guarantee to us. Seceding from the law in which we could not be saved, we have gone over to faith, in which not the circumcision of the flesh but the devotion of a pure heart is demanded.  But what if we now belatedly declare by seceding from the Gentiles that whoever is uncircumcised is unclean?  In that case faith in Christ – by which we previously thought we were saved – would rather become a minister of sin than of righteousness.  For faith would, under that assumption, take away the circumcision without which one is unclean.” Commentary on Galatians 1:2, 15

Augustine: The Jews had given the name of sinners to the Gentiles through a certain pride, already inveterate.  It is as though they themselves were just, seeing the mote in another’s eye and not the beam in their own.”  Commentary on Galatians 16
Dialogue with Abba Philemon
George: Why do you think that rituals are not important?

Philemon: Some cannot pray without them; they can become an obstacle for those who seek a deeper prayer. Rituals can make us pleased with ourselves and can make us focus on our behavior rather than on God.

George: But can they remind us of God’s presence?

Philemon: Maybe, but what kind of divine presence do you have in mind?  If God is in us, Christ and God reside deep in the inner life.  What do you need as an outside sign to remind you of God’s presence in you?

George: The breaking of the bread was a sign for the two apostles whom Jesus our Lord met on the Road to Emmaus.

Philemon: This is true because they had a fellowship with the Lord prior to that particular event.  I mean if you have no relationship with the Lord, rituals will not be able to give you that relationship.  The sign of the old covenant was cutting of the foreskin; did this help the Jews to be honest and faithful to God?

George: No

Philemon: Why?

George: Because signs and rituals become too familiar and lose their significance.  They can be done automatically without thinking, like offering sacrifices on a daily basis without repentance.

Philemon: So what should we do?

George: I do not know, you tell me.

Philemon: The most important thing to have is humility of heart. God does not need us at all; we need him.  More important is the sign of maturity which makes God the Father everything in life, more important than food, water, and life itself.  Then God is no longer what we need, but is our real existence   

Note on the Greek Verbs used in the NT for Forgiveness

FORGIVE: 
1. Forgive: let go, leave, forgive:  Greek  APHIEMI
Matthew
6:12 
And forgive us our debts, As we forgive our debtors

6:14 
For if you forgive men their trespasses, the heavenly Father also will forgive 

6:15 
if you do not forgive . . their trespass neither will your Father forgive 

9:2 
Take heart … ; your sins are forgiven

9:5
which is easier … ‘Your sins are forgiven …’
9:6 
authority on earth to forgive sins

12:31
every sin … will be forgiven.  Blasphemy … will not be forgiven
12:32 
a word against the Son … against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven 
18:21 
Lord, how often shall I forgive my bother …
18:27
the lord …forgave him 

18:32 
You wicked servant! I forgave

18:35 
if you do not forgive your brother

Mark

2:5 
My son, your sins are forgiven

2:7 
Who can forgive sins but God a

2:9
Which is easier … ‘Your sins are forgiven …’
2:10 
authority on earth to forgive

3:28 
all sins will be forgiven the sons of man

4:12 
lest they should turn … and be forgiven
11:25
forgive anything against anyone …so your Father …may forgive you, 


Or:  if you do not forgive, neither will your Father forgive
Luke

5:20
Man, your sins are forgiven

5:21
Who can forgive sins but God only?

5:23 
Which … ,‘Your sins are forgiven, or …’?

5:24
authority on earth to forgive sins

7:47
her sins, which are many, are forgiven; but he who is forgiven little, loves little

7:48
Your sins are forgiven

7:49
Who is this, who even forgives sins?

11:4
forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive every one who is indebted to us

12:10
a word against the Son … will be forgiven; against the Holy Spirit will not be forgiven

17:3 
if he repents, forgive him

17: 4 
if he … says, ‘I repent,’ you must forgive

23:34
Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do.
John 20:23
If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven

Acts 8:22 
that … intent of your heart … be forgiven

Romans 4:7
those whose iniquities are forgiven

James 5:15 
if he has … sins, he will be forgiven

1 John 1:9 
he … will forgive our sins and cleanse us

1 John 2:12 
because your sins are forgiven

2. Forgive: to loose from, dismiss: APLOYO

Luke 6:37
you will not be condemned; forgive, you will be forgiven

3. Forgive: to give graciously: CHARIZOMAI
Luke 7:42
he forgave them both

Luke 7:43 
The one … to whom he forgave more

2 Cor  2:7
so you should rather turn to forgive

2 Cor 2:10
Any one whom you forgive, I also … What I have forgiven, if I have forgiven 


anything, has been for your sake

2 Cor 12:13
Forgive me this wrong!

Eph 4:32
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as Christ forgave you

Colos 2:13
having forgiven us all our trespasses

Colos 3:13 
forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you

FORGIVENESS

1. release, forgiveness: APHESIS

Matt 26:28
poured out … for the forgiveness of sins 

Mark 1:4
baptism … for the forgiveness of sins

Mark 3:29
never has forgiveness, but is guilty 

Luke 1:77
knowledge … in the forgiveness of their

Luke 3:3 
baptism … for the forgiveness of sins

Luke 24:47 
repentance and forgiveness of sins
Acts 2:38 
Peter said … ‘Repent, and be baptized’
Acts 5:31 
to give repentance … and forgiveness of

Acts 10:43 
who believes … receives forgiveness

Acts 13:38 
forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you

Acts 26:18 
that they may receive forgiveness

Eph 1:7 
redemption … forgiveness of our trespasses

Colos 1:14
redemption, the forgiveness of sins

Heb 9:22
without … blood … no forgiveness of sins

Heb 10:18 
Where there is forgiveness of these
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