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Growing Through Grace
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

v. Right with God (Gal 2: 15 - 21)
21 August 2011
The Greek word for ‘justify’ like the Hebrew word in the Old Testament means primarily ‘to acquit’ or ‘to declare righteous’, the opposite of ‘to condemn’. It is a legal term, taken from the law courts.  Our relationship with God cannot  be reduced to simply legal terms. However, it is the most important way of describing our salvation in Christ.
The theme of justification is developed in three main New Testament passages: Romans 1: 16 – 5:21; Galatians 2: 16 – 3: 24 and James 2: 21 – 25 . Paul clearly teaches that we are justified or reckoned right with God by his grace through faith, apart from the works of the law. Good works flow from our salvation. They are not the basis or cause of it. 
James appears to contradict this teaching.  He seems to say that wewe are justified by works and not by faith alone (Jas 2: 24). However, a closer reading of the context reveals that whilst faith alone saves us, saving faith is never alone – good works inevitably flow as evidence of our salvation.
A relatively recent approach to the doctrine of justification has been called the ‘New Perspective on Paul’. This argues that the issue faced by Paul in Galatians was not one of salvation (soteriology) but church membership (ecclesiology) i.e. we enter the covenant by grace but remain in it by obedience to the law – what E.P. Sanders calls ‘convenantal nominism’.
The issues may well appear rather academic and abstract but they have important consequences. Is salvation including my ability to remain faithful to God, all of grace or is it dependent on me. As Paul puts it in Gal 3:3 ‘after beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort’. Justification is a forensic term – Christ’s perfect righteousness is imputed to us i.e. counted in our favour. This is not simply a ‘legal fiction’ as some have argued. Whilst justification is forensic ,its results are transformative – we grow in grace and are changed by God as we ‘keeps in step with the Spirit’ (Gal 5: 25)
Read Galatians 2: 15 – 21 
1. Last week we noticed that Peter and Barnabas’ refusal to engage in table fellowship with Gentiles was evidence of a ‘deep seated inconsistency’ in their understanding of the gospel of grace. Why then does Paul emphasize his Jewish credentials in v15?
2. Recent studies have introduced a ‘new perspective’ on Paul and have suggested that we have misunderstood Paul’s teaching on justification. If the issue is not how we become Christians, but rather how we remain Christians, how has the new interpretation changed the way Christians have understood the gospel and the way of salvation?
3. What do you understand by ‘imputed righteousness’? What is the great exchange? Give biblical support for your answer. How is this important for a correct understanding of the doctrine of justification by faith alone? Put another way, does my confidence before God, lie in my justification or my sanctification?
4. What does it mean to be united to Christ? How can Paul say it is ‘Christ who lives in me (v20) and still battle with sin? In what way does the Christian live in ‘two worlds’? How is that whilst unacceptable I am still accepted by God?
5. Put vv 20 – 21 in your own words. What apparent contradiction is there between the two sentences of v20? What mistakes does this ‘tension’ help us to avoid in the Christian life?
6. Does our faith and human responsibility call into question God’s sovereignty?  What is the relationship of the believer’s union with Christ (transformative) and justification (forensic)? What would result if grace could be obtained through law-keeping?
7. What is the best and most helpful thing you have learned in this study? What verse is the most special to you? Why?
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