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WORKS-RIGHTEOUSNESS AND THE USELESS CHRIST: ANSWERING THE
OBJECTION TO JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH IN GALATIANS 2:17-21.

Introduction
In Gal 2:15-21, Paul provides an initial statement of his doctrine of justification by faith
in Christ apart from works of the law. In this paper, we focus on the flow of Paul’s argument in
Gal 2:17-21 as he responds to an objection to his doctrine of justification. We argue that all of
Gal 2:18-21 should be taken as a single response to the question of whether or not Christ is a
servant of sin in Gal 2:17. We first provide a translation of Gal 2:17-21, including 2:15-16
because the objection requires Gal 2:15-16 as it’s context. After establishing the context and the
specific nature of the objection raised in Gal 2:17, we show that in Gal 2:18-21, Paul shows that
contrary to the thought that Christ is a servant of sin, anyone who sets up the law in place of faith
in Christ denies God’s grace and makes Christ’s death useless, thus making themselves a
transgressor. We conclude with reflections on the significance of union with Christ being held
together with Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith.

A Translation of Galatians 2:15-21
We, by nature Jews, and not “sinners from among the gentiles”—knowing that a man is
not justified by works of the Law but through faith in Jesus Christ—even we have believed in
Christ Jesus, in order that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the Law,
because by works of the Law all flesh shall not be justified.
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But if, seeking to be justified in Christ, even we ourselves were found to be sinners, then
is Christ a servant of sin? May it never be! For if that which I tore down, this again I build, I
show myself to be a transgressor. For I through the Law to the Law I died, in order that I might
live to God. With Christ I have been crucified! And I live no longer, but Christ lives in me, and
that which I now live in the flesh I live by faith, the “In the Son of God who loved me and gave
Himself for me” faith. I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness were through the
Law, then Christ died in vain.

Context of the Objection
1. Antioch Episode (Gal 2:11-14)
Paul has just related the Antioch Incident. Peter (Cephas), on coming to Antioch was
fraternizing with the Gentiles, but when Judaizers came, he drew back from eating with them.
Paul, seeing that Cephas was not walking in line with the truth of the gospel, chastised him. He
relates his words to Cephas beginning in Gal 2:14b. There is no sign that his speech to Cephas
ends after Gal 2:14b, as Paul begins Gal 2:15 with “we.” With many commentators therefore we
read Paul’s words in Gal 2:15-21 as addressed formally to Cephas, and materially to Galatians.1
Most accurately, Paul is summarizing2 or restating the argument he made in Antioch.3 Thus, as
Paul introduces his argument, he also closes the narrated portion of Galatians (Gal 1:12-2:21).4
Gal 2:15-21 serves as a structural and theological hinge for the epistle.5

2. Statement of Justification (Gal 2:15-16)
For Paul, Cephas’ actions did not simply reveal a sectarianism that was “designed to
exclude others.”6 If this were the case, Paul might have much more directly addressed the issue
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with words similar to those found in Eph 2:24: “For he himself is our peace, who has made us
both one and has broken down in his flesh the dividing wall of hostility” (ESV). Instead, Paul
sees a deep theological problem at the root of this outward act of gentile exclusion. So Paul lays
out the competing theological systems that are working their way out in practice. There is the
one Cephas has exemplified, which is “not in step with the truth of the gospel” (2:14) and there
is Paul’s. The former is the “Justification by Works of Law”7 model (evx e;rgwn no,mou) while the
latter is the “Justification through Faith in Jesus Christ”8 model (dia. pi,stewj VIhsou/ Cristou).
There is no middle ground, no “Faith and Works Justification”.9 Paul makes abundantly clear
that only one reflects reality: he repeats three times the reality that justification is by faith and not
works of the law.
Before we address the objection, we must consider the function of Gal 2:15 in this
section. As we have argued, we can read the “we” here as Paul addressing Cephas, and perhaps
more broadly in light of 2:16, “a set of Jews who became Christians.”10 Paul and Cephas are
Jews by birth11 and not “sinners from among the gentiles.”12 Paul quotes this unflattering gentile
appellation to Cephas and Jewish Christians from their Jewish heritage “only to debunk it.”13 To
borrow the metaphor Paul uses in verse 17, Paul is building up a wall between Jews and Gentiles
in order to tear it down. According to traditional Jewish thought, gentiles are sinners by nature,
outside the covenant.14 But what Paul shows in Gal 2:16 is that the law does not justify anyone,
therefore it must condemn everyone. And if the law condemns, it condemns everyone, including
Paul, Cephas, and all Jews as sinners.15 The objection Paul raises in Gal 2:17 has to do with this
issue: that before coming to Christ, while living under the law, Jews were sinners.
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Objection and Argument in Gal 2:17-21
The Objection
Paul has shown that even Jewish Christians must be justified by faith in Christ, because
the law condemns all, both Jew and Gentile, to be sinners. The objection rises out of a Jewish
concern for righteousness: But if, seeking to be justified in Christ, even we ourselves (Jewish
Christians) were found to be sinners, then is Christ a servant of sin? Paul argues that in seeking
justification in Christ, Jews are recognized as “‘sinners’’ in the same sense as the reference to
Gentiles as ‘sinners’ in v. 15.”16 If seeking to be declared righteous leads to us being declared
sinners, how can Paul’s system of doctrine work?17 It is easy to draw parallels between the
objection Paul raises in Gal 2:17 and those raised in Romans 6:1, 15. In all three cases, Paul’s
doctrine of salvation is in some way connected to sin, and Paul responds in the strongest terms
possible to each: mh. ge,noito! In each case, the near context discusses death with Christ. But is it
appropriate to read Gal 2:17 as another iteration of the objections in Rom 6, that “Paul’s doctrine
encourages sin”?18 Perhaps this is the general thrust of Paul’s argument, but the focus of the
objection is different. In Romans 6:1 and 15, the objections focus on human responses to grace.
Here, the objection focuses on Christ being an accomplice to sin. The question is not, “Shall we
go on sinning?” but “Is Christ removing the need for personal righteousness, and therefore
condoning sin?”19
In order to understand Paul’s answer to this objection, one must take into account all of
Gal 2:18-21. This answer will take up the remainder of this exegetical section. We will show that
1. Paul explains his initial mh. ge,noito! in Gal 2:18 by arguing through his own example that the
individual who reinserts the law makes himself a transgressor, 2. Gal 2:19-20 explains Gal 2:18
by showing what tearing down the law as the source of righteousness gets a person: union with
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Christ, participation with him in His death and the individual’s life, all of which can be summed
up as “living to God”, and 3. Gal 2:21 makes clear that all of this would be lost if one builds the
law back up; God’s grace would be nullified, because Christ’s death would be useless. To make
God’s grace null and Christ’s death useless, to turn away from God in such a way, would make
the individual a transgressor, not Christ. We see then that it is not until Gal 2:21 that the
objection raised in Gal 2:17 is completely answered and Christ is vindicated.

The Counter-Argument
1. Gal 2:18: Tearing Down and Building Up
Paul begins to answer the objection by setting up a counter argument. Paul’s line of
argumentation is not “Is Christ a servant of sin? No, and here are x reasons why he is not a
servant of sin,” but rather, “No, but I am if I set up the law instead of faith.”20 Later in the
argument Paul will show that Christ cannot be considered a servant of sin, but Paul begins by
turning the tables on anyone who would make this objection. His argumentation is subtle.
Having written in the first-person plural in Gal 2:15-17, Paul switches to the first person
singular. It is generally agreed that Paul switches in order to refer to himself as a “representative
type.”21 Because Peter’s actions at Antioch are in view here, Paul switches the pronoun he uses
as an attempt to draw attention away from Peter,22 and to speak more generally for his whole
audience, whether that be in Antioch or in Galatia.23 Paul uses a first-class condition here, and
clearly has real events in mind,24 or at least wants his audience to be aware of the real possibility
of a Christian attempting to build up that which they had previously torn down.
As Ronald Y. K. Fung says, “Two questions arise in the interpretation of this verse: What
is meant by the ‘system which I have pulled down’ … [and] In what sense do I then ‘show
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myself up as a transgressor of the law’?”25 The first can be answered easily: the law is a[
kate,lusa.26 The latter question is less settled amongst commentators. It is suggested that in
building up the law, those who, like Peter, had formerly been eating with Gentiles, would make
themselves transgressors by their previous “infringements of torah or its contemporary
application.”27 In light of Paul’s sparse language, F. F. Bruce’s more general comment is helpful:
“One way or another, someone who builds up what he formerly demolished acknowledges his
fault, explicitly in his former demolition or implicitly in his present rebuilding. If the one activity
was right, the other must be wrong.”28 Better yet, this ought to be read in light of Gal 2:19, where
Paul speaks of “dying to the law”.29 If a person has torn down the law in dying with Christ, how
can that person set the law back up? We suspect paraba,thn is used as a synonym for
“a`martwloi,” that avoids the pejorative connotations of the latter term.30 The overall message of
Gal 2:18 is that as opposed to Christ, who justifies sinners, one is a servant of sin if they set up
the law to do what it was not designed to do.31 To do so ignores the monumental development
that Christ’s coming represents in redemptive history.32
2. Gal 2:19-20: What Tearing Down Gets You
Another postpositive ga.r fronts Gal 2:19, linking Gal 2:19-20 somehow into Paul’s
continuing argument. As we argued above, Paul means to link the “tearing down” and “building
up” of 2:18 with “dying to the law” in 2:19. For this reason, it is better to read the ga.r in Gal
2:19-20 as beginning an explanation of Gal 2:18,33 than providing a second counter-argument of
Gal 2:17.34 Paul explains how building back up the law shows oneself to be a transgressor,
because a believer’s death to the law was accomplished through or according to the law.35 Paul
explains when death to the law and death through the law occurs when he declares, “With Christ
I have been crucified!” Death is through the law in that Christ was born “under the law” (Gal
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4:4),36 and “the vicarious death of Christ for sinners was exacted by the law” (Gal 3:13).37 Notice
how effectively dying through the law plays into Paul’s argument. By putting faith in Christ, a
believer dies not only to the law (which may yield the objection that Christ is a servant of sin),
but in accordance with it. Thus, building up the law in the place of faith in reality breaks the law.
Paul, and anyone who follows him in putting faith in Christ, keeps the law by dying to it. J.
Andrew Cowan expresses the effect of this upon Paul’s argument well:
[R]eturning to the law would be a transgression through highly ironic logic: in order to
return to the law, one must transgress a separation that the law itself established, and thus
returning to the law makes one a transgressor of the law. Paul’s argument at this point is
essentially, ‘What the law has put asunder, let no man join together’.38
In dying to the law, Paul means that he has died in relation to the law,39 especially as
Christ’s death “spelled the end of the reign of the law, signaling the arrival of a new era in the
history of salvation.”40 This all comes about through one being crucified with Christ. Again, just
as one keeps the law by dying to the law, so one lives to God by being crucified with Christ. The
compact phrase i[na qew|/ zh,sw holds a wealth of implications, not the least of which is that those
who do live to God also “bear fruit for God.”41 Dying to the law then also builds up Paul’s
argument against building up the law: the clear contrast of dying no,mw| is living qew/|. If anything
reflects true righteousness in a person, it is living to God, and so dying to law must be a
necessary step in having true righteousness in one’s life.
In understanding Paul’s argumentation, we should not fail to notice the positive content
Paul develops in these two verses. In fact, the depth of his theology here contributes to his
argumentation, as does his personal experience of it. While dying to the law through the law,
being crucified with Christ, and living to God all reflect the objective position of a believer in
Christ,42 one cannot deny that Paul’s first-person evgw. here is based in deeply personal
experience.43 He has experienced, in coming to Christ, a total transformation of life. His old self,
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under the law, led to persecuting the church of God. His adherence to the law “had led him into
sin,”44 but now he has “experienced a reorientation of values so radical that it can only be
compared to death and new life.”45 Union with Christ, Christ living in me, while an objective
reality, is also an experienced, awe-inspiring reality. When Paul describes the faith he lives by in
his new life, it is faith characterized by “the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for
me.”46 The very Son of God loves me, gave himself for me. This is personal, experiential faith,
imbued with thankfulness. Even this furthers Paul’s argument. Paul says in effect, “Consider
what I’ve gained through justification by faith in Christ:47 union with Christ, participating in his
death, living to God, having Christ’s life in me, and trusting in a savior who loves me sacrificed
himself on behalf of me. Can the law give me more than all this?” To set up the law instead of
this rich experience and status is to tear down what God has built up. To the explicit “if I build
up the law-righteousness that I tore down I prove myself to be a transgressor” of Gal 2:18, in Gal
2:19-20 Paul adds the implicit “if I tear down the benefits of life by faith in Christ that had been
built up in place of the law, I prove myself to be a transgressor.”
3. Gal 2:21: A Useless Cross?
Paul has shown in Gal 2:18 that as opposed to Christ being a servant of sin, the one who
rebuilds the law is a servant of sin. To argument this point, Paul shows in Gal 2:19-20 that 1. The
way of faith in Christ is in accordance with the law and produces a life lived towards God, and 2.
The monument of benefits of justification by faith in Christ are so wonderful and rich that tearing
down such a monument and erecting the law in its place could not be an adequate substitute. Gal
2:21 reinforces this argument by showing the logical conclusion of those who wish to keep a
place for the law in their justification schema. While he may be responding to an objection “that
he makes the grace of God null and void,”48 it is more likely that Paul again uses the first-person
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singular to implicate Peter, as well as any Christian tempted to return to the law for
righteousness, but to do so “tactfully without a direct attack.”49 In doing so, Paul concludes his
argument that he has developed in Gal 2:18-21.50 Paul says, “I do not nullify the grace of God,
but those who set up the law as a means of righteousness do!” How do they nullify God’s grace?
If someone upholds the law as a means to gain righteousness, then Christ’s death has no
meaning. God’s grace is found in “Christ’s justifying action in handing himself over to be
crucified and the Christian’s participation in that event.”51 To deny this is to deny God. To seek
righteousness by the law is to take all of the riches found in Gal 2:19-20 and call it worthless.
Paul’s argument delivers the full force of its blow upon any followers of Christ. If they wish to
have even some aspects of the law remain, then Christ will be useless to them. Paul conveys this
more explicitly to the Galatians in Gal 5:2-3: “Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept
circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you. I testify again to every man who accepts
circumcision that he is obligated to keep the whole law” (ESV). Seeking righteousness by the
law is to make Christ’s death a waste.
This emphatic statement wraps up all the strands of Paul’s argument. First, it concludes
the objection that Christ is a servant of sin. Christ has brought people from death to life, and lives
in them. Through their participation in his death, believers now live to God. This is emphatically
not the action of a servant of sin. Rather than being a servant of sin, Christ has been shown to be
a servant of us by giving himself u`pe.r evmou, and now he is shown to be a servant of God’s grace
through his death. Second, Paul shows that those who build up the law are the transgressors.
Taken alone, the wording of Gal 2:18 provided little light as to what it meant for someone to
make themselves a transgressor. Now the meaning is clear: one transgresses not only by failing
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to live out their identity as one who died dia. no,mou no,mw|, but by making denying and making
futile the blood of Christ.
As Paul argues with Peter, the Jewish Christians in Antioch, and those affected by the
Judaizers in Galatia, one can forget that he was still arguing with followers of Christ. It is
unlikely that any of Paul’s opponents “thought that Christ’s death accomplished nothing.”52 They
would have considered the cross important, even if they looked to law-keeping for their
righteousness. Paul makes clear, however, that if the cross of Christ is not everything to a
follower of Christ, then cross of Christ must mean nothing. Christ’s death must be useless. And
if Christ’s death is useless, then no one has been crucified with Christ and died to the law and no
one now lives to God. If Christ’s death is useless, there is no way for anyone to now live to God,
because one cannot through the law. This is the full implication of “through the law is
righteousness.”53 The objection in Gal 2:17 has been resolutely answered: Christ is not a servant
of sin, and if I set up the law in place of faith in Christ, I make Christ’s death vain, and am
myself the servant of sin.

Conclusion: Union with Christ and Justification by Faith
As we have seen, one of Paul’s great concerns in his response to the objection of Gal 2:17
is to show what is lost if the doctrine of justification by faith in Christ alone is abandoned. The
riches described in Gal 2:19-20, of union with Christ, and participation in his life and death are at
stake in one’s doctrine of justification. Often, however, Gal 2:19-20 are not considered inside
their context, and their connection to Paul’s doctrine of justification goes unnoticed.54 But as
Scott Shauf recognizes, these verses should be read in light of the broader context, and “being
crucified with Christ” must find a touch point with “being justified by faith in Christ”. The
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connection is easily made in 2:21 alone: “When Paul states in 2.21 that if righteousness comes
through the law then Christ died needlessly, the logical inference is that Christ’s death and not
the law is the source of righteousness.”55 Paul’s dying to the law through the law through being
crucified with Christ must be read in terms of Christ’s death being the source of righteousness.
To participate in that death, one must put their faith in Christ in order to be justified in Him.
It may be easy to apply the highly experiential language of Gal 2:19-20 to our being free
in Christ or to the mystical union between Christ and the believer, but these verses must be
applied also to the context of our justification, our being declared righteous and given Christ’s
righteousness. Some might be loath to bring such experiential language under the banner of such
a legal doctrine as justification. The language of the courtroom may sound “stuffy.” But Gal
2:19-20 teaches us that this is not the case. Justification is not a dry, “stuffy” doctrine. We are
not declared righteous by a cosmic old man in black robes with a heavy gavel. We are declared
righteous by, and given the righteousness of the one who loved us, gave himself for us. This is
the language of romance! Our standing justified before God is one and the same with our
standing with Christ our bridegroom. The marriage union is a fitting illustration to bridge union
with Christ and Justification by faith. Jonathan Edwards made use of it in explaining justification
by faith alone: the relationship of the wife to the husband “is the ground of her joint interest in
his estate; they are looked upon, in several respects as one in law. So there is a legal union
between Christ and true Christians, so that … one, in some respects, is accepted for the other by
the Supreme Judge.” Because we are legally one with Christ, we legally have a right to “Christ’s
merits and benefits” because Christ Himself belongs to us.56 This intimate legal union reflects
the reality of Gal 2:15-21. We are justified by faith in the one who loved us and gave himself for
us to make us his bride. This is the grace of God that we must not nullify or take for granted.
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