
GAL 9 

 

((2:15-21)) 

PRAY 

These verses before us today (Beloved) are considered by many a bible scholar and Christian to be the 
toughest in all the book---most especially verses 17 through 19.  Though everyone seems to GRASP 
Paul’s point in verses 15 and 16, 20 and 21, what exactly he means in those middle verses and by 
phrases like “if in our endeavor to be justified by Christ, we too are found to sinners…” or “If I rebuild 
what I tore down…” or “through the law I died to the law…” seems to be a mystery---OR (at the very 
least) NOT AS CLEAR as we would like those verses to BE! 

And I UNDERSTAND and SYMPATHIZE! 

I for years have been puzzled (myself) by those phrases in this TEXT—never really knowing what to DO 
with them—AND SO—I did what (I suppose) most people do when they don’t understand certain verses 
(or what is being said in a particular verse)---I treated them like a GIANT MUD PUDDLE in the middle of a 
trail.  I identified it as something I simply NEEDED to “walk around” not allowing it to (ultimately) effect 
my navigation or progress down the TRAIL. 

IOW:  I boxed those VERSES OUT (of my overall) understanding of the TEXT and (instead) FOCUSED my 
attention on those verses which seemed clear. 

AND (again) I would suppose THAT is what most people DO (as well)---especially with some of WHAT we 
are looking AT (today)… 

THEY box out verses 17 through 19 and focus only what is said in 15 and 16 ---AND--- 20 and 21…(they 
even make verse 20 their “memory verse” for living believing this to be the point AT which GETS 
PASSIONATE and POETIC (which is how they read it also): “I have been crucified with Christ.  It is no 
longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.  And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” 

Some people are actually so moved by that ONE VERSE that they WRITE a song about it---OR---the 
preach a sermon ABOUT (just that ONE VERSE----ONE VERSE in isolation from all the REST---ONE VERSE 
whose meaning is no longer shaped by WHAT resides AROUND it in the TEXT---ONE VERSE (which gets 
taken completely out of context---and therefore misses the POINT—and meaning PAUL intended)… 

AND that (BELOVED) is what happens WHEN we BOX certain VERSES out…THAT is the inevitable RESULT. 

WE END UP with PASSIONATE POETRY rather than GOOD THEOLOGY (and right understanding of God’s 
WORD)… 

BUT what are we to DO? 



SIMPLY staring at the troublesome portion of the TEXT---or ruminating AROUND in our BRAIN for 
answers to what PAUL means by the different phrases/statements in question—ultimately GETS us 
(nowhere)—and (potentially leads to some pretty outlandish interpretations)… 

SO what ARE we to do? 

HOW are we to make sense of ALL that PAUL is saying (here) AND NOT just PART of it (since) a correct 
understanding of those PARTS we think we understand is determined by what we don’t---which MEANS 
we may NOT EVEN be correct about WHAT we THINK we understand as well!  

HOW are we to do that—WITHOUT it just becoming another exercise in futility? 

Well, can I propose TO YOU that THE REASON some of the verses in this TEXT cause so many PEOPLE 
FITS (and eventually complete avoidance) is NOT because they are any LESS CLEAR than other VERSES (in 
the text) BUT RATHER (because of) the FAULTY presuppositions (i.e. wrong assumptions) we are 
POSSESSING as it relates NOT ONLY to the TEXT—but about certain WORDS in the text---or (even the 
background of PAUL). 

Which means if we WANT to see them CLEARLY (and understand the whole of what Paul is saying here—
correctly) WE NEED to (first) EXAMINE and REJECT those PRESUPPOSITIONS. 

AND so (as part of our OVERALL study of this TEXT (and as a means to “preparing the soil” for where we 
will go ONCE we get to their individual verse by verse interpretation) THIS is what I want to DEAL with 
FIRST:  the presuppositions WHICH are driving MOST people’s thinking as they come into these VERSES 
(presuppositions which again ARE FAULTY or WRONG)---- 

AND since there are several (and I want you to have a chance to think about them THIS WEEK—and 
spend time reflecting on HOW they have affected your attempt at interpreting these verses in the PAST) 
–I am ONLY GOING to DEAL w/them TODAY—and (then) NEXT week---what we will DO (in light of those 
things being removed and our minds being READY to look at the TEXT without them)—(THEN) we will 
UNPACK and interpret these verses AS PAUL meant them to BE understood---AND I think WHAT you will 
FIND when we do that---is two things: that they don’t actually mean what you have thought they did 
(meaning even those verses you thought you understood)---and (secondly) that (with the ABSENCE of 
wrong presuppositions) the BIBLE (once again) becomes MUCH easier to understand (I would even 
say)—a joy to understand! 

WITH that in mind (then) the title of TODAY’S SERMON is… 

FAULTY PRESUPPOSITIONS EXAMINED AND REJECTED 

And there a TWO of them I want to discuss…(here) is the first… 

FP#1.  The phrase “works of the law” refers to a person who is attempting to earn their justification 
(and subsequently salvation) through obedience to God’s commands. 

1.1. (16 3) (3:2, 5, 10).  Other Scripture which uses this phrase (and is subsequently interpreted as 
someone attempting to earn their justification/salvation): (Rom 3:20, 28) 

 



1.3. This understanding is paired with the belief that what Paul is ultimately battling against (in the 
Galatian as well as Roman churches) is “legalism” (belief that justification and salvation must be merited 
through the keeping of all of God’s OC law). 

1.4.  Peter (therefore) and the circumcision party he encounters at Antioch are seen as being “legalists” 
(i.e. going back to this “old system” of earning one’s salvation supposedly implemented under/during 
the OC)—which is what Paul is ultimately exposing when he says what he does in (14). 

1.5. Who made this view of “works of the law” (and legalism) popular within Evangelical Christianity?  
Martin Luther (the so-called father of the Protestant Reformation):  

1.5.1. In the 16th Century, Luther who was an Augustinian monk and theologian for the Roman 
Catholic Church, became troubled with what he saw as an abuse of Rome’s power in his region 
of Germany: the selling of indulgences (i.e. the selling of “get of purgatory free” passes).  This 
concern led Luther to ultimately question the RCC’s—legalistic system of salvation (The RCC 
teaches a merit-based way of salvation).   

1.5.2. Upon studying the book Romans, Luther believed he had found the answer to be “NO”.   

1.5.3. However, his disagreement was NOT w/the system itself BUT rather w/who was 
responsible for doing the “works”.    

1.5.4. The Bible he believed DID teach a work-based system of salvation (i.e. of earning/meriting 
salvation through our obedience to God’s law), however Christ had already obeyed for us and 
EARNED (what we in our sinful state) could NEVER hope to earn. 

1.5.5. Therefore the only thing a person needed to DO to be saved was put faith in Christ (and 
what Christ had merited would be applied to his/her account for all eternity).  This particular 
“eureka” moment came for Luther after reading Romans 1:16—“the just shall live by faith”. 

1.5.6. Inevitably what this meant for Luther was seeing the bad guys in the NT (people like the 
circumcision party or the Pharisees) as no different than the Roman Catholics (a bunch of 
legalists trying to earn their salvation through obedience to God’s law) –AND that phrase “works 
of the law” as referring to that very thing (and those kinds of people).   

1.6. This view dominated the thinking of the Reformers and is alive and well TODAY (it is accepted as 
almost axiomatic that the “works of the law” refers to legalism/works-based salvation and the Pharisees 
and circumcision party were the biggest proponents of it). 

“Who were the Pharisees? The Pharisees (along with the scribes) were the original legalists. 

(Carey Hardy, Senior Executive Pastor to John MacArthur, How To Raise A Pharisee)” 

 
“There were people in Paul’s day who thought if they could just be as good as they could possibly be, 
they might earn enough merit to please God. This was the attitude behind the (circumcision party’s 
insistence on adhering to the ceremonial laws. They were trying to justify themselves before God through 
their own works. They were trying to earn their own righteousness. That is the very definition of “self-
righteous.” 
Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount was an attack on that kind of thinking. He pointed to the Pharisees—
legalists who kept the law more fastidiously than anyone else.” (John MacArthur, Obedience: Love or 
Legalism?)  
 



1.7. This kind of thinking (however) is wrong (it is a faulty presupposition): 

1.7.1.    The phrase “works of the law” refer only to those OC laws which God prescribed as the 
means to making oneself “clean” (or justified in the OC sense) before.  IOW:  It refers only to 
those things necessary that a person (under the OC) must do to initially enter into a covenant 
relationship w/God (the “clean laws” of animal sacrifice, kosher foods, separation from unclean 
things, Sabbath observance and circumcision).  Under the OC, a person had to do those “works” 
including also acts related to their “flesh” (i.e. circumcision) versus under the NC where the 
requirement is simply faith in Jesus Christ (in order to be “clean” or justified before God).  
Consider the following deductive argument (from the book of Galatians itself) as undeniable 
proof (for what I just said): 

 1.7.1.1. Paul juxtaposes faith against “the works of the law” (16). 

 1.7.1.2. Paul connects “faith” and “receiving the Spirit” as well as “works of the law” 
and “perfecting the flesh” (3:1-3) 

  1.7.1.3. Paul reveals “circumcision” to be what he means when he speaks of 
“perfecting the flesh” (6:12-13) 

1.7.1.4. Paul juxtaposes the Spirit (i.e. a “new creation”—what is rec’d by faith) against 
“circumcision” (i.e. the “perfecting of the flesh” or “works of the law”) (6:15) 

1.7.1.5. Conclusion: what Paul means by “works of the law” is clean laws only (those 
things before Christ which God required as the means to getting into a covenant 
relationship w/Him) (15-16, 1Co 7:19). 

1.7.2.  If this phrase “works of the law” (which Paul clearly rejects) DOES (instead-however) refer 
to someone who is attempting to earn their salvation by way of their obedience, then hardly 
could Paul call for obedience to God’s moral commands later in the letter without completely 
contradicting himself (yet this is what he does!) (5:13-14-21)—If the false gospel being preached 
by the circumcision party is “law-obedience earns salvation”, then why quote it as important for 
Christians “fulfill”?  Doesn’t that just confuse the matter?  (“You can’t obey it to earn your 
salvation—but you’d better obey it or you are not going to heaven”  What???)  This (also) 
REVEALS then –that this CANNOT be what Paul means by “works of the law” (such thinking is 
indeed a faulty presupposition). 

1.7.3. Likewise, this was NOT the heresy of the circumcision party or the Pharisees that Paul (or 
Jesus) were fighting against.  The Jews were never legalists, they were just the opposite—they 
were chronic antinomians (or “easy-believists”) (Luk 5:21; Mat 23:1-3, 13; Joh 8:31-34, 39) 

1.7.4. Luther (therefore) was wrong!  He read his problems with the Roman Catholic Church 
(true legalists) back into the text---creating problems in people’s understanding of the NT for 
centuries to come. 

1.8. Understanding Galatians 2:15-21 requires dropping from our minds, this first faulty 
presupposition—otherwise we will utterly fail to see what Paul is really getting at—which is NOT an 
argument against legalism but (among other things) is an argument against antinomianism (and as a hint 
to where we are going next week, I would challenge you to try this week to see how what he says here 
could be just that—an argument against antinomianism—b/c it is definitely there in his words!) 



The 2nd and final presupposition which threatens to muddy the waters of our thinking in relation these 
verses is (again) concerned with the Law—this time (however) the assumption is NOT about it as some 
heretical form of works-based salvation—BUT as a means of death. 

FP#2.  What Paul is most concerned about is Christians being told to “rebuild” the Law (i.e. observe 
and obey God’s moral commands) since he knows that such would be sin and bring only our death. 

2.1. (Rom 7:7-11; 2Co 3:7; 1Ti 1:8-11; 1Co 15:56) 

2.2. (17-19) 

2.3. Luther (again) is to blame for promoting this exclusive view of the law (i.e. all it can do is condemn 
or kill).  This was a part of what he called the LAW-GOSPEL distinction:  The purpose of the Law (meaning 
all of God’s law including his moral commands—e.g. “do not commit adultery”) is simply to condemn 
and kill us whereas GOSPEL (defined as simply faith in Christ) makes us alive.  

“Now the first doctrine, is the law of God. The second is the gospel. These two (doctrines) are not the 
same. Therefore we must have a good grasp of the matter in order to know how to differentiate between 
them. We must know what the law is, and what the gospel is. The law commands and requires us to do 
certain things. The law is thus directed solely to our behavior and consists in making requirements. For 
God speaks through the law, saying, “Do this, avoid that, this is what I expect of you.” The gospel, 
however, does not preach what we are to do or to avoid. It sets up no requirements but reverses the 
approach of the law, does the very opposite, and says, “This is what God has done for you; he has let his 
Son be made flesh for you, has let him be put to death for your sake.” So, then, there are two kinds of 
doctrine (one that condemns, one that saves). (And) just as we and God are separated from one another, 
so also these two doctrines are widely separated from one another. Hence, whoever knows well this art 
of distinguishing between Law and GOSPEL, him place at the head and call him a doctor of Holy 
Scripture." – M. Luther 

2.4. This kind of thinking is the basis of how a lot of evangelism is done (first condemn/kill them with the 
Law, then make alive with faith in Christ) (e.g.  Ray Comfort, Kirk Cameron’s school of evangelism) 

2.5. Like before this kind of thinking inhibits our ability to get at what Paul is saying in Galatians 2:11-21.  
It also makes the book of Galatians very confusing! 

2.5.1. Take for example (again) what Paul demands of Christians regarding the keeping of God’s 
moral prohibitions and to love one another.   As we saw, Paul warns of CERTAIN death for those 
who disobey such laws (you will “not inherit the kingdom of God” -5:21).  If attempting to keep 
the Law (however) also brings CERTAIN death, which of his commands in the letter are we to 
choose?  Paul (has inadvertently) created a HUGE “catch 22”! Maybe this is the origin of the 
phrase, “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t”?!  Once more this proves itself to be a faulty 
presupposition. 

2.5.2. Consider also that the LAW-GOSPEL distinction (invented by Luther) is NOT in Scripture ---
(not even) in places like 1Ti 1:8-11—the verses used by Luther as well as Ray Comfort and others 
to support this kind of thinking---look again in more detail @ (1Ti 1:8-11). 

2.5.3. Correctly thinking about the Law (therefore) reveals to us that there is MORE to the 
purpose of the LAW than just exposing and condemning sin. It also (ironically enough) reveals: 

2.5.3.1. The lifestyle of those who have put faith in Christ look like (5:1, 13-14). 



2.5.3.2. The lifestyle of those who have been set free from sin (Rom 7:22-8:4) 

2.5.4. To understand Paul’s words about “rebuilding” as a reference to the Law, accuses Paul of 
ultimately calling the Law sin since that is the conclusion of such activity (18).  This kind of 
thinking however in relation to the Law the Paul himself firmly rejects (Rom 7:7, 12) 

2.5.5. SUBMISSION to God’s commands (i.e. Law) is (also) key to salvation (again 5:21—if this is 
true so is the opposite—those who don’t do them by obeying God’s prohibitive laws concerning 
such things WILL “inherit the kingdom of God.”)     

2.5.6. Death (even crucifixion) is another way (in Scripture) of referring to submission (Mar 8:34-
35).  

2.5.7. Could this be what Paul is referring to?  (19 -20)? Another little something to be thinking 
of this week! 

2.6. The point NOT to MISS:  when it came to the LAW in general, Paul had NO problem—it was only the 
clean laws that he took issue with (again 1Co 7:19). 

Therefore what Paul is doing in 2.15-21 is NOT (in the least bit) attacking the LAW in some negative way-
--nor is accusing anybody of attempting to use the LAW to earn their salvation. Men like Martin Luther 
would have received very strange looks from Paul (had he attempted to interpret his letter in such a 
way).  And the same would be true for us (as well)…which is WHY we must throw out such faulty 
presuppositions… 

This (as I have mentioned) is KEY to the proper understanding of the VERSES—AND what subsequently 
PREPARES the soil for that very thing NEXT WEEK… 

SO be (here) then as WE WILL (in light of the work we have accomplished today) UNPACK their meaning 
and message TOGETHER  

-Let’s PRAY 

 

  

 


