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Ἡμεῖς φύσει Ἰουδαῖοι καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἁμαρτωλοί, γνόντες δὲ ὅτι οὐ δικαιοῦται ἄνθρωπος ἐξ ἔργων νόμου ἐὰν μὴ διὰ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, καὶ ἡμεῖς εἰς Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν ἐπιστεύσαμεν, ἵνα δικαιωθῶμεν ἐκ πίστεως Χριστοῦ καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων νόμου, ὅτι ἐξ ἔργων νόμου οὐ δικαιωθήσεται πᾶσα σάρξ.

εἰ δὲ ζητοῦντες δικαιωθῆναι ἐν Χριστῷ εὑρέθημεν καὶ αὐτοὶ ἁμαρτωλοί, ἆρα Χριστὸς ἁμαρτίας διάκονος; μὴ γένοιτο· εἰ γὰρ τὰ καταλελυμένα πάλιν οἰκοδομῶ, παραβάτην ἐμαυτὸν συνιστάνω. ἐγὼ γὰρ διὰ νόμου νόμῳ ἀπέθανον, ἵνα θεῷ ζήσω· Χριστῷ συνεσταύρωμαι· ζῶ δὲ οὐκέτι ἐγώ, ζῇ δὲ ἐν ἐμοὶ Χριστός· ὃ δὲ νῦν ζῶ ἐν σαρκί, ἐν πίστει ζῶ τῇ τοῦ υἱοῦ τοῦ θεοῦ, τοῦ ἀγαπήσαντός με καὶ παραδόντος ἑαυτὸν ὑπὲρ ἐμοῦ.

Translation 
15 We are Jews by nature and not sinners from the Gentiles. 16 But since we know a person is not justified by works of the law except through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have believed in Jesus Christ so that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the law. Because by works of the law no one will be justified.

17 But if, while we are seeking to be justified by Christ, we are found to be sinners, does that mean that Christ is a minister of sin? 18 Absolutely not! For if I build again those things that I destroyed, I show myself to be a lawbreaker. 19 For through the law I died to the law in order that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ.



Introduction
In his letter to the church of Galatia, Paul addresses a fundamental crisis in early Christianity: How both believers – Jewish and Gentile – are justified before God? Being written to congregations in central Asia Minor that had received false teachings from those insisting that gentile converts adopt Jewish observance of Mosaic law, especially circumcision. Paul forcibly defends the sufficiency of faith in Christ for justification. The letter, being intensely personal and polemical, is driven by the conviction that the gospel itself is at risk.
The preceding context for 2:15-19 is the confrontation between Paul and Peter (Cephas) in Antioch. Before the ‘men from James’ came, Peter associated and ate among gentile Christians. However, when they arrived in Antioch, Peter no longer treated gentiles as full covenant members – pulling himself away from the table of fellowship and reverting to archaic Mosaic purity laws that separated Jew from gentile. To Paul, this was a betrayal as Peter was essentially indicating that faith in Christ alone does not justify gentiles and that justification cannot transcend ethnic divisions. 
Thus the rebuke of this perceived betrayal in 2:14 illuminates the logic Peter’s actions assumed – that gentiles either need to be come Jewish or adopt Jewish practices to become righteous before God. This fundamental error is what Paul addresses in 2:15-19.
Galatians 2:15-19 is Paul’s response to this crisis of the early church. With his own experiences as an apostle and his confrontation of Peter, Paul argued that justification does not come through ‘works of law’ (observance of Jewish ethnic behavioral norms), but through faith in Jesus Christ alone. And consequently that faith transforms the believer through a participatory union with Christ’s death and subsequent resurrection.
This commentary examines how Paul’s argument moves from language focused on legal justification (2:15-16) to participatory, mystically united language (2:19), with a focus on the central crux from Paul: ‘I through the law died to the law, so that I might live to God.’ How can the same agent, the law, be both the instrument of death from the law and the means of death to the law?  How does the union with Christ help resolve this paradox?

ἔργα νόμου (Works of Law) — Galatians 2:15–16
The repeated phrase ‘works of the law’ (ἔργα νόμου) appears three times in vv. 15-16, indicating its importance to Paul’s argument. Grammatically, the genitive construction (genitive of source) indicates that justification originates outside of works of law. A large scholarly controversy centers around the intended focus of Paul’s argument. In this case, is Paul critiquing the law itself or attitudes toward the law – specifically legalism? The answer can be found in his own letters. Elsewhere, he credits the law (Romans 2:14: “the gentiles…show that what the law requires is written on their hearts”; 1 Timothy 1:8: “the law is good, if one uses it legitimately”). This indicates that Paul isn’t rejecting the Torah in totality; but rather he opposes the legalistic application of the law (Longenecker 86). The idea that merit-collecting service is enough to secure divine favor. 
This reading parallels first-century Jewish theological traditions. Sanders introduces the concept of ‘covenantal nomism’ – the idea that Torah observance was understood as not merit-earning, but as a response to God’s prior grace (Sanders).  Similarly, other Jewish sources such as Josephus confirm this idea: observance expresses covenant membership, not a divine debt (Longenecker 87). Being a contemporary of the time, Paul likely shares a similar sentiment. Paul is targeting the weaponization of the law as a boundary marker by those who would, unnecessarily, make gentiles into observant Jews in order that gentiles be justified to God.
As a result ἔργα νόμου functions as Paul’s idiomatic catch phrase for the ‘legalistic misuse of the law’ – not a blanket rejection of Mosaic law or Jewish piety. This distinction clarifies an important point: Paul is able to honor the law of the Torah while insisting justification comes through faith alone. Plainly, the law itself is not the problem – the legalistic abuse of the law is.

δικαιόω & δικαι - Cluster (Forensic vs. Ethical) — Galatians 2:16–17
This passage employs a grouping of  δικαι- words (δικαιόω = justify; δίκαιος = righteous; δικαιοσύνη = righteousness). Modern insight from scholars like Dunn and Ziesler, reveal that, at the same time, this cluster of words conveys both forensic (legalistic) and ethical (behavioral) meanings (Longenecker 89). The verb δικαιόω ("is justified," v. 2:16) is conveying to the reader forensic language: God alone renders a verdict of acquittal from sin. But the broader grouping of words – the noun forms used in v. 2:17 (‘we were found to be sinners’) and otherwise throughout the passage – carry behavioral connotations. Paul is not simply declaring status; rather he is describing a tangible transformation of conduct and identify for believers.
With a ‘both/and’ reading, a long standing theological debate can be concluded. Protestant theologians emphasize the legalistic and forensic dimension (the imputation of the righteousness of Christ), while Catholic theologians focus on the ethical dimension (true transformation). Modern scholarship, following Sanders’ work on Jewish covenantal theology, shows that Paul uses the cluster to express both concepts simultaneously (Longenecker, 91). Justification is not external imputation or internal transformation—it is only achievable in participatory union with Christ, thus encompassing both the legal verdict and the ethical renewal.
This semantic complexity explains Paul's argumentative movement in 2:15–19. He begins with the forensic language of justification (v. 16), but by v. 19, he shifts to participatory union language ("crucified with Christ"). The shift is not a contradiction; it is a deepening. Justification (forensic verdict) leads to and requires transformation (participatory union). The two are inseparable in Paul's theology.

The Paradox — "Through the Law I Died to the Law" (v. 2:19)
The verse "Through the law I died to the law" presents one of Paul's most striking paradoxes. The double use of νόμος (law) with the prepositions διὰ (through) and the dative νόμῳ (to/for) creates a puzzling formulation: How can the law be simultaneously the instrument of death from the law and the means of death to the law?
The paradox dissolves when we understand Paul's actual claim: The law's own logic leads to the realization that the law cannot justify. The law, by exposing human sin and its inability to deliver righteousness, becomes the instrument that drives believers away from reliance on the law itself. This is not a rejection of the law but a recognition of its proper function. As Schreiner notes, Paul elsewhere affirms the law's goodness when used properly (1 Tim 1:8). Here, Paul uses the law's very logic against legalistic misuse.
Crucial to this interpretation is the perfect tense of the following clause: "I have been crucified with Christ" (συνεσταύρωμαι). The perfect tense is not merely narrative—it describes an ongoing state. Paul is not recounting a past event only; he is asserting his present participatory union with Christ's death. This union is what transcends the law's claim entirely. Through incorporation into Christ's crucifixion (which bore the law's curse—cf. 3:13), Paul has died to the law's dominion.
The resolution is therefore not that the law contradicts itself or that Paul abandons it. Rather, union with Christ's death provides a new locus of identity and righteousness that supersedes the law's function. Paul no longer lives under the law's claims because he has been transplanted into a new covenant reality—Christ himself.
This shift from legal language (justification, v. 16) to participatory language (crucifixion, v. 19) is Paul's answer to the Judaizer problem. The Judaizers claimed that Gentile believers needed to adopt Jewish practices (the law) to be fully righteous. Paul responds: You are asking believers to cling to a framework that Christ's death has already transcended. Through union with Christ, the law's function is fulfilled and superseded.

Conclusion
Paul's argument in Galatians 2:15–19 shifts from legalistic justification (2:16) to participatory behavioral transformation (2:19) by demonstrating that justification includes both legal status and a personal ethical renewal. His critique of "works of law" also is targeting legalistic misuse, not the law itself. The paradox of dying "through the law" to the law is resolved through union with Christ's crucifixion—a union that transcends the law's claims while honoring its intended function. For Paul, justification is not merely a legal verdict freeing someone from the punishment of sin; it is incorporation into Christ's death and resurrection, the true ground of the believer's new identity within the early church.
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