
ECF 6th April 2014 Galatians 2:15-21  The Heart of the True Gospel 
How can we stand right with God?  How can we be declared righteous in God’s sight?  This is the question at the heart of 
Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  Have a look at this: 
Video: Grace  
 
1. We need to be justified 
The Bible is clear that in of ourselves we all stand before God unclean, messed up, contaminated by our sinful choices, our 
transgressions and iniquities.  “There is no-one righteous, not even one.” Romans 3:10.  We stand condemned before a holy 
and righteous God because “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 3:23.  On our own we’re guilty, 
separated from God, lost and heading for a lost eternity without hope!    
 
So we need to be made right with God.  We need our sins dealt with and our guilt cleansed if we’re ever going to know the 
joy of intimacy with God.  The biblical term for this is justification.  It is a legal term, borrowed from the law courts and is the 
opposite of condemnation.  When someone is condemned, they are declared guilty.  When someone is justified, they are 
declared not guilty, innocent, righteous. 
 
Paul and his opponents in Galatia were agreed that we need to be justified before God.  But the question that they 
disagreed over was, how?  How can we who are guilty become right with God?  How can we be cleansed from our sin? 
 
Paul’s opponents criticized his gospel.  They thought it was too good to be true.  How could a holy God forgive us so freely 
and cleanse us so completely without asking anything of us?  Surely to be right with God you also need to obey the rules 
and regulations of the law of Moses! 
 
But Paul was convinced that at the heart of the true gospel was the amazing truth that God wants to cleanse us completely 
by showering us with his grace through simply our faith in Christ.  Galatians 2:15-21: “We who are Jews by birth and not 
‘Gentile sinners’ 16 know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put 
our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the 
law no-one will be justified. 
17 “If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ 
promotes sin? Absolutely not! 18 If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove that I am a law-breaker. 19 For through the law I died to 
the law so that I might live for God. 20 I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I 
live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 21 I do not set aside the grace of 
God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!” 
 
2. We are Justified by faith in Christ – not by works 
Can God really declare us righteous in his sight, without us doing anything to achieve it, earn it or add to it? Three times in 
v16 Paul gives us a resounding yes.   
 
a) A General Truth 
Paul is continuing his conversation with Peter after their confrontation about Peter distancing himself from the Gentile 
Christians.  First of all Paul a general truth: “We… know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus 
Christ.” Galatians 1:15-16   
 
He and Peter were agreed in what they believed about becoming right with God.  They knew that justification was 
impossible through observing the law that Moses received from God.   
 
This law, the Ten Commandments and all the other laws from God, is good.  It revealed God’s character, his holiness, his 
righteousness, his standards for living.  It also directed the people of Israel in how they could approach God and seek his 
help and direction in their lives.   
 
But the law was powerless to justify a person for the simple reason that nobody could ever perfectly keep the law.  The 
works of the law are beyond us – especially if we remember that in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught that God is not 
only looking for outward obedience in our actions, but inner purity in our thoughts and motives. 
 
But because of his sacrificial death on the cross for our sins, those who put their faith in Jesus Christ can be declared right 
with God.  “The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Romans 6:23 
 
b) A Personal Truth 
But for Paul and Peter, this was not just a general truth to be accepted.  This was a personal truth that they’d experienced.  



“We, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law.”  
Galatians 2:16 
 
Both Paul and Peter had come to realize that none of their Judaism, their circumcision, their past law-keeping, their 
involvement in animal sacrifices, temple worship or religious ceremonies – none of that made them right in the eyes of God.   
None of that dealt decisively with their sin.  None of that guaranteed their salvation.   
 
The only grounds for the righteousness before God was the righteousness offered by Christ through his death on the cross.  
And so they’d turned away from trusting in their good lives, their religious observance and rule keeping.  Now they were 
simply trusting in Jesus!  Paul wrote “I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ 
Jesus my Lord.” Philippians 3:8  
 
c) A Universal Truth 
But this wasn’t just something that a few people like Peter and Paul had concluded.   This was a universal truth that applied 
to everyone: “Because by observing the law no-one will be justified.” Galatians 2:16 
 
Whatever our religious upbringing, educational background, social status or racial origin, no-one can become right with God 
through keeping rules and following religious practices.  Paul repeats this in Romans 3:20: “No-one will be declared 
righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.” The law cannot declare us 
right before God.  All it can do, is point out how far short of God’s standards we have fallen. 
 
We’re all in the same boat.  None of us can justify ourselves.  But the great news of the gospel is that there is hope for 
everyone because “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” Romans 10:13 
 
The point of Paul’s teaching here is clear.  The only way to be justified, to be declared right with God, is not through our 
works or our efforts, but through faith in Christ Jesus!   
 
3. We are Changed by Faith in Christ 
But still some people argued with this teaching.  They claimed that if justification was such a free and full gift of God, then 
this meant that people could accept it and then go and live a life of willful and unrestrained sin!  If salvation was a gift of 
grace then it was a license to sin, as God would still have declared them righteous in his sight!  Paul’s teaching, the accusers 
claimed, was turning Christ into a promoter of sin: “Does this mean that Christ promotes sin?” Galatians 2:17 
 
a) Christ doesn’t promote sin 
Of course Paul vigorously rejected this accusation: “Absolutely not!” Galatians 2:17 Grace doesn’t encourage our continued 
sin, neither does it excuse our sin.  
 
Paul says “Through the law, I died to the law so that I might live for God.”  Galatians 2:19  The law condemned us to death 
because of our sin.  But this death sentence was paid for in full by Jesus on the cross.  This means that if we are in Christ, if 
we have accepted this payment for ourselves, if we have put our trust in Jesus – then we have died to the law.  The law has 
no more claim on us or accusation against us.  The righteous demands of the law were fully satisfied in Christ.  
 
But Jesus didn’t do this so that we could continue in sin – rather Jesus saved us so that we could live a new life in 
relationship with God and in service for him.   
 
So if after we put our faith in Jesus Christ and are declared right with God, we still continue to sin, we cannot blame Christ 
for this.  It’s our fault.  We’re wrong.  We are responsible for our actions.   
 
And if we turn back to the law after trusting in Jesus, we would find this out clearly.  “If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove 
that I am a law-breaker." Galatians 2:18  Returning to the law would not make us any more right before God.  All it would 
do, is what it did in the first place – show up our sin and demonstrate that we’re still sinners, we still break God’s law. 
 
That’s why we always need God’s grace in our lives.  As believers in Jesus, we still sin.  This doesn’t cancel out God’s 
declaration of our righteousness – but it does get in the way of our enjoyment of our fellowship with God.  And so John tells 
us: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” 1 John 
1:9  God’s grace is sufficient for us today – even as we continue to struggle with our sinful nature. 
 
b) Christ changes us 
But the amazing news is that not only does God forgive us our sins, he also empowers us to overcome them!  When we put 



our faith in Jesus we are united with him in his death: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live.”  Galatians 2:20  
This means that our old life under the control of our sinful nature, under the condemnation of the law, and under the 
sentence of death, is gone forever.  When we trust in Jesus, that old life is finished!   
 

i) Christ lives in me 
But a new life has begun.  Everything is different – our goals, our priorities, our purposes, our direction, our ambitions, our 
ability.  Why?  Because “Christ lives in me.” Galatians 2:20 
 
This isn’t about turning over a new leaf.  This isn’t about trying to do better.  This isn’t about making a greater effort to obey 
God’s rules.  This is about a take-over!  When we accept Jesus as our Saviour and our Lord, he comes in to our lives. 
 
Through the gift of his Holy Spirit we can experience the reality of his presence, his peace, his joy, his guidance, his teaching, 
his love.  He changes our hearts and gives us new priorities and passions.  And we can experience his power to live out this 
brand new life.   
 
So this is the amazing truth of the gospel.  It is “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” Colossians 1:27  No longer are our lives 
restricted by our limitation, our weaknesses, our character flaws.  No longer are we left to our own devices, endlessly failing 
in our struggle with sin.   
 
Jesus has come to live in us, to change us and then to continue the process of transformation in our lives, changing us, 
moulding us, empowering us to live for God.  And ultimately one day he will complete this work and fully reveal his glory, 
the magnificence of his character and person in us!   
 

ii) I live by faith in Christ 
But of course this doesn’t happen automatically in our lives. Paul is not calling us just to sit back and let Christ change us.  
We also need to live this new life of faith:  “The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 
gave himself for me.” Galatians 2:20   
 
We started out this new life by faith in Jesus, when we put our trust completely in the Son of God.  And we need to continue 
to live out this life by faith in Jesus.   We need to keep on trusting in him, depending on him that he not only has paid for our 
sin, but that he is committed to completing the work of transformation that he has begun in our lives.   
 
And we can do this because of the cross.  It was the cross of Jesus where he willingly laid down his life for us because he 
loved us so in unconditionally and unreservedly, that led us to trust in Christ for salvation.  And it is the cross of Jesus that 
leads us to continue to trust in Christ for our transformation!  If he loved us so much that he would give himself for us, then 
he loves us enough to live out his life in us! 
 
Paul says in Romans 8:32: “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with 
him, graciously give us all things?” We can trust God for everything we need, because he has demonstrated his unflinching 
commitment to us at the cross!   
 
This is what being crucified with Christ brings into our lives – he fully and freely pardons our sin, he provides his power to 
live each day, and he partners with us in this process of transformation!   
 
4. We are saved by the Grace of Christ 
So clearly it is not obeying the law that saves us – it is accepting the salvation that comes through trusting in Christ’s death 
for us.  And it is not obeying the law that changes our lives, it is the transformation that comes through trusting in Christ’s 
life in us!   
 
So what about those who are trying to make themselves right with God through keeping the law?  Is it a big deal that 
they’re trying so hard to keep the law to better themselves?  Is it not kind of noble to try and win their way to God and 
heaven through dedication and devotion?  Absolutely not, says Paul.  
 
a) God’s Grace is Essential 
That’s because if justification is possible through obeying the law, then God’s grace is unnecessary.  If we can work our way 
to salvation, then we don’t need God’s gift of eternal life.  We’re basically throwing his gift back in his face and saying, “I 
don’t need your help.  I don’t need your mercy and grace.  I can get there myself, thank you very much!” 
 
But Paul is determined, committed, to stand on nothing but God’s grace.  He writes “I do not set aside the grace of God…” 



Galatians 2:21  because Paul knows that at the very heart of Christianity is the grace of God.  “It is by grace you have been 
saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” Ephesians 2:8   
 
b) Christ’s Death is Essential 
But there’s an another reason why we must not depend on ourselves for salvation - if justification is possible through 
obeying the law, then Christ’s death is unnecessary.  “For if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for 
nothing!” Galatians 2:21 
 
If we could make ourselves right with God through our efforts, through our good lives, our rule keeping and religious 
observance, then the cross of Christ is unnecessary, empty, worthless.  If there was any other way, Jesus’ death in agony on 
the cross is pointless and cruel.   
 
Why would God send his only beloved Son to die in such suffering and shame if there was another way to make us right 
with God?  The cross makes no sense at all, unless it is our only hope, the only possible rescue plan, our only means of 
salvation.   
 
But the Bible declares again and again, not only the necessity of the cross of Christ, but the sufficiency of it.  “God made him 
who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” 2 Corinthians 5:21  
 
Conclusion 
Can it be true that although we stand before God unclean, messed up by our sin – that God wants to shower us with his 
grace?  Is it possible that he wants to freely and completely cleanse us, make us righteous in his sight and welcome us into 
the embrace of his love?   
 
The gospel declares an emphatic yes!  This is what Christ accomplished for us on the cross.  He has paid for our sins in full.  
Through simple faith in him we can be completely forgiven, declared righteous in God’s sight for all eternity and we can 
know the presence of Christ in us transforming us, empowering us to live with God and for him!  This is the wonder of God’s 
grace through our Lord Jesus Christ!  
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