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Galatians Commentary

Chapter Two - Paul's Apostolic Authority

Introduction .

Paul is continuing, to assert his apostolic authority and to insist that no one ever called it in question. Nor was his doctrine ever called in question. To the contrary he challenged the doctrine of even Peter and Barnabas. 

(iv) Second Visit – By Revelation 

2:1 'Then fourteen years after . . 'Some commentators think this may have been Acts 11:27-30 (which see) and is called the 'famine' visit' Others think it may have been the visit of ACTS 15. Some think these two were the one. This seems impossible, however. The fourteen years after means fourteen years after the three years in Arabia and Damascus' 'Then’ (V.1) can carry the idea of more than one before. If Paul had gone up in the famine situation it is doubtful that Peter would have been in Jerusalem (see Acts 10 and 11). It seems better then to parallel this visit with the one to the Council, i.e. ACTS 15.

'Titus'. Is not mentioned in Acts. (but see II Cor. 2:13f, 7:6, II Tim. 4:10, Titus 1:4). Barnabas of course is known to these Galatians and Acts 15:2 shows that he with Paul was 'appointed' to go to Jerusalem.

2:2 'And I went up by revelation'. How was this? Is Paul not appointed? 'Revelation' may mean that God had spoken through the prophets (as perhaps in Acts 13:lf) or had privately assured Paul he should go. However Paul's great point here is that he was not summoned. Deliberately shared his belief with the 'influential' men of Jerusalem. Note 'that Gospel which I preach amongst the Gentiles'. It is not the 'Gospel' as such, but the Gospel as it relates to Gentiles as it invites them in etc. This may well have been part of the Revelation, and is why Paul 'conferred'; 

Part of the reason probably was that they might understand the truth, even get new insights as to the 'Gentile Gospel'! Perhaps it was with a view to the Council discussion. He wanted the leaders to know just how he approached the matter so that they might not be misled. 'run in vain' does not mean 'preached wrongly' but 'have all my work cancelled by a wrong decision', i.e. 'I talked so that they would understand, and I might not be regarded out of the stream. There is no talk here of his compromising, or being corrected in his 'gospel'.

(v) Paul's Acceptance by Other Apostles

2:3 'compelled to be circumcised’ The whole matter of Paul's 'Gentile Gospel' pivoted around this fact of circumcision. If Titus were compelled to be circumcised then it would mean the 'Gentile Gospel' was cancelled. Law (ceremonial) would now take its demands and grace be destroyed.

At this point we must examine 3 aspects of law, especially the Law of Moses.

(a) Law Ceremonial - fulfilled and vindicated by Christ - cf. Rom. 3:31, 10:4

(b) Law Judicial or Penal. Again Christ has borne this penalty. Rom. 3: 21-26.

(c) Law Moral. This is never abrogated cf. Rom. 7:22. etc. Here the necessity to have Titus circumcised means Christ has not fulfilled the law in every way. In other words there is still condemnation if circumcision is needed.

'Being a Greek' If Titus had been a Jew then there would have been a cultural demand, as with Timothy - see Acts 16:1-3. 

2:4 'False brethren' We see here the Judaising movement. Paul calls them 'false' because they were not true brethren - not warmed by grace. They would have destroyed the liberty cf. 11 Cor. 3:17f of the believers. cf. 5:1-4*. Notice that this liberty is in Christ Jesus. Paul views with horror being taken back into bondage - HE KNOWS THE TERRIBLE SLAVISHNESS OF LEGALISM. NO the true Church at Jerusalem does not compel legalistic observance - that shows it, too, was a church of grace. Of course it must have suffered many of these pressures.

2:5 The pressure must have been strong. Legalism has a lethal (deadly) power. We could recast the verse this way, 'false brethren who did not like the liberty of "no circumcision" tried to force Titus' circumcision but the leaders did not allow them to force circumcision.' Paul's opposition was firm. He indicates that he opposed the Judaisers so that the Gospel at Galatia (and indeed in all the Gentile world) might 'continue'. It was on their behalf Paul was fighting for freedom - to protect and confirm the truth.

2:6 In verses 6 to 10 Paul makes it clear that the leaders of the church reached this clear conclusion - that Paul was absolutely right in what he was doing amongst the Gentiles'. In verse six Paul shows that the 'influential ones' are with him' He does not say 'apostles' for that would seem to be giving them a status as against his own. Paul knows the Gospel and is not beholden to any man of any 'standing'.

2:7 'when they saw' It is clear now that Paul is accepted as 'the apostle to the Gentiles' by the leaders - probably Peter, John, James the brother of Jesus. This is something which puts the Jerusalem and Galatian Judaisers out of countenance. After all it was Peter who had brought the Gentiles into the Church (Acts 10 and 11). Now it is made clear that Paul is given the whole over-sight of the Gentiles .

2:8 We must remember that Paul is still vindicating himself as an accepted leader. He can now make the practical claim that God has worked powerfully in him. This claim rests on the facts.

2:9 We do not know whether this was before the Council or after, or even during its deliberations - whether private or public but the 'right hands of fellowship' means in fact total acceptance and on the basis of equality. All this establishes Paul's claim that his ministry was not unorthodox but fully attested by others although (see V.1) he does not really need such attestation, himself.

2:10 This verse is most interesting. It shows something of social concern especially for the brethren, the church at Jerusalem had been poor - see Acts 2:45, 4:32f. see also 11:27f. Now the church at Antioch is helping. This mutual help would be a great means of cementing the friendship between Jews and Gentiles - through the exhibition of tenderness. See II Cor' 8:14 for condition of Jerusalem church. We might note that Palestinian conditions were not those of affluency. 

Paul Confronts Peter Publicly For A Public Scandal

2:11 At this point Paul takes a further step' Before this he had asserted that there was an equality with the apostolic body' Now he says - far from needing their attestation - he is in the position to rebuke one of them. When did Peter come to Antioch? We do not know, but we do know that he had been there for some time. See Acts 11: 19-30, shows the Gentile origins of the church' We do not know whether this incident is before the Council or after' It does not matter' We would expect Peter not to be vacillating, but he is' The word 'withstood' here is translated 'resisted’ because Peter has (perhaps unwittingly) made an attack upon the Gospel. This resisting of Peter destroys the concept that any Apostle was, of himself, infallible. It was the Gospel which alone was infallible. All of this gives point to Paul's insistence upon apostolic authority being in reference to the Gospel, and not to position. Notice Paul does not accuse Peter, but resists his attack. There is nothing legalistic in all this.

2:12 The attack on the Gospel is clear. Peter eats with the Gentiles - probably in the Lord's Supper which was associated with the common meal - or love-feast. When one or some come from James - that is they are of James' circle Peter desists from eating. We cannot conclude that James was of this opinion. Acts 15:24 shows that whilst some came from 'us' (James) they did not have his approval for their attitude. Paul gives clearly Peter's reason for separating himself 'fearing them which were of the circumcision'. Here Paul indicates the dread power of legalism to grip man's spirit like a terrible vice.

2:13 'the other Jews' i.e. of Antioch's church. This makes the position dangerous. It is an attack upon (a) Grace (b) Liberty (c) The whole fellowship of the Church. Barnabas is also moved. How fierce must have been the occasion. Only Paul seems (being a Jew) solidly based upon the revelation of grace. We might even say that the whole future of the Gospel hung in balance.

The Truth Of The True Gospel

2:14 Paul does not refer to any Jerusalem edict. He refers only to the (innate) truth of the Gospel. It is amazing that Peter had not thought of the dreadful consequences his act could have. In this lies his wrongness. Whilst Paul could have spoken with him privately, the matter had gone beyond that. It was a public scandal. The elements were clear. Peter had lived as a Gentile. Now he changes. Expects the Gentiles (being Christian) to live as Jews. If this was the occasion of the Lord’s Table then the thing was a dreadful scandal. If we are clear-sighted we can see that Paul was not simply attacking Peter but the Judaisers behind Peter . They are those of V. 4 who are come to 'spy out our liberty which we have in Christ Jesus.' 

Justification The Heart of The Gospel

2: 15-16 These two verses have to be put together. Paul is really saying' 'All right, we are Jews; that is not Gentiles' Judaism considers the Gentiles to be as dogs - sinners and shameful. Yet we who are Jews know that the law cannot save us - that is why we needed Christ. Everything for salvation is in Christ, and not at all in the law'. His real point is:- 'If we have to be justified by faith - then let it be by faith. Law is outside the matter altogether. If it is outside the matter altogether, then leave it there - forever.

Impose nothing of this upon Gentiles. Law can do nothing.' 'Now', says St. Paul 'is not this utterly inconsistent? "not justified by the works of the law"‘. In looking at Paul's argument we should not miss the substance of it.

Cannot a man be justified by the law? eg. Romans 10: 5 'the man which doeth these things shall live by them.' cf. Romans 7:10 'commandment ordained to life. ' Paul makes the distinction of 'righteousness' in Romans 1:17 and 3:21. In 3: 19f and 4: 15 he shows the law can only bring death and judgment. In Romans 8:2 it is 'the law of sin and death' ie. responsible for sin and death as in Romans 7:11 sin uses the commandment to slay. So in v.16 he makes it clear 'by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified.' cf. Romans 10:1-4, cf. 8:1.

What does it mean to be justified?

Answer: 'accounted righteousness, have one's sins accounted as having been judged, be acquitted from charge and accusation.' cf. Romans 6: 7 'He that has died is justified from sin.' In referring to law Paul is speaking of Psalm 143:2. The Way of justification is faith, belief in Christ. It is belief in that work which has been finished, but which justifies.

2:17 'If while we seek to be justified'. Paul is speaking particularly of Jews. He is saying that our abandonment of law as a means of justification means that we - as any Gentile - are also shown to be sinners. Surely this downgrades the law - has it accomplished nothing? Are Jews any better than Gentiles? Is this not wrong? Does it not so lower law that we make it nothing? Might we not go on to that dread heresy - antinomianism? Does not faith in Christ then really make Christ one who makes us sinners seeing we cannot be justified by law - apart from it? Paul does not give a theological answer here. He simply says 'Perish the thought! ' (not "God forbid! " No Jew would dare address God in this manner: "May it not be" is the true translation.)

2: 18 'If I build again'. Undoubtedly Paul is speaking hypothetically. In fact he is softening it a little for Peter. Peter had 'broken down' the law concept, by eating with the Gentiles. Law ceremonial was not significant salvation-wise. Now if he (Peter, Paul) gives insistence upon the law he is building up again the idea that salvation does depend upon it. 'I make myself a transgressor'. This could have two meanings

(i) I transgress in doing this - for it is wrong - it is against faith. Or,

(ii) I have been transgressing all the time in eating with Gentiles.

For, at last I am coming out of this sin, but my coming out proves my being a transgressor!

The Cross Is Death To Law

2:19 ‘For’ 'I through the law died to the law'. The law slays me it does not bring to life. The law demands my death - and gets it! The law demands so high a moral life (nothing could be higher!) that when I see it I am cast down, doomed, slain. The law shows me I cannot attain it. I have to be dead to law or I am destroyed. Law-way cannot save me - it is impossible. Only faith-way can save me (cf. Romans 3: 27-31) . Law demands my death - and gets it! Paul undoubtedly remembers his 'death' when he sees Christ on the road to Damascus, and realises his depth of sin cf. Rom.7:9 - 'alive apart from the law once'. 

Dead To Law -- Alive To God

2:20 The last half of nineteen 'that I might live unto God' is the clue for this verse. He cannot live unto God until slain by the law, and he is slain for this purpose. The law must do its work - it does. Paul is crucified with Christ. We must look at this clearly. This is not (primarily) a mystical experience. Christ's death is his. Not in time is he crucified with Christ, but in accounting. The death the law demanded Christ has died. Of course this death strikes death to the hopes of law doing anything - and thank God it does - for that way is terrifyingly hopeless! It strikes death to human endeavour - works. But it satisfied the law, conscience and God. All fear of law is destroyed. Only the way of faith exists faith in the Son of God. Paul constantly lives in that faith - and so no going back to law - to eating with Jews only! Law cannot reach out to grasp the mind. From now on it is a faith-life.

Those who say that Paul means an inner moral crucifixion of the 'old nature' do not look to the context. Paul is referring to a substitutionary sacrifice - 'the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me'. It is a work for me on the cross that is accounted to me, and only in this sense can I say I have died with him; whilst undoubtedly there is a moral response - and whilst sin is struck at (self-effort, flesh-works, works-righteousness) and killed, yet not in a mystical but a psychological sense. Anyway He loved me - how can I then build the things again which I destroyed - go back to law. To Law? Away with the thought!

2:21 'I do not frustrate the grace of God' not make null and void. Of none effect. It is clear that Paul is still on the law-works and faith-righteousness debate. To do what Peter did is not just to give into a cultic demand, but to deny the whole of the work of the Cross. This is a grave indictment, and must have cut Peter deeply - who could never forget the terrible occasion (cf' I Peter 2:24). Paul makes it clear - if righteousness comes by law, then there was no point in Christ's death - none at all. He would have had no need to have died with Christ, nor would Christ need to have died for him. This is a terrible indictment. Paul set out to vindicate his apostolic authority and puts the truth of the Gospel clearly.
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