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Gospel Justification
Galatians 2:14-16

Some years ago, my wife asked the butcher at a grocery store whether the beef was grass-fed or corn-fed.  They then had a nice conversation about the nutritional differences between grass-fed and corn-fed beef.  Finally, the butcher summarized . . .

“Well, both kinds of cattle are going to die anyway and in fact, we are all dying a little every day too.  ”  

“That is true.  We need to be prepared for that day when we die.  You know when a student takes a class, the teacher prepares them for the final exam.”     

“Yeah, wouldn’t it be great if we could know how to prepare for that day.  But there is no way to know.” 
 
“God has told us in His Word how we can be ready for that day.”  

“Well, I am not sure that I believe in the Bible.  I am so confused.  I do not know what parts I can trust are true.  I have heard that some other books like the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Mary did not make it in the Bible.  How do we know what should be in the Bible and what should not be in the Bible?”

Kimberly shared a bit about how we got our Bible and why we can be confident in it.  She shared, 

“God tells us in His book that His standard is perfection.  We will fail the test without perfect righteousness.  God tells us that we are all sinners and we need a Savior.  God sent His Son to take our sin on Himself and to give us His perfect righteousness.  We cannot live up to God’s standard on our own.”

“Well, I know that.  I am a sinner.”
  
“Yes, that is true.  We have all sinned.  But Jesus died on the cross for our sin.  Jesus offers us His righteousness.”  

“I wish I knew what part of the Bible is true.  For all I know, you could be God coming to talk to me right now.”  

“Well, I am not God.  Have you ever read the Bible?”  

“No, I have not read much of the Bible but I will.”  

“I urge you to read the Gospel of John!  I will pray for you.”

This man is like so many who live among us.  He lived in a culture that taught him some vague ideas of God, of sin, of the Bible.  But he had no clear understanding of the Gospel.  He was confused about the Message that God writes for us in the Bible.

Truth:  Confusion about the Gospel will keep a person out of heaven.  We are right to define the Gospel, to defend the Gospel and to declare the Gospel so that sinners can receive the hope of eternal life.

In Galatians 2, Paul tells a story about his confronting the apostle Peter publicly and in person.  Paul believes this confrontation necessary because Peter’s conduct was not in step with the truth of the Gospel.  The eternal salvation of souls was at stake! What was Peter doing that required a public rebuke?

For before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. And the rest of the Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy.” (Galatians 2:12-13 ESV)

Perhaps, you read that explanation and think, “I still do not see the big deal.  Ok, Peter pulled back from eating the Gentiles and decided to eat only with Law abiding Jews.  That may be poor form, but is the world really coming to an end by this?  

Paul answers, “Yes.  The Gospel world will come to an end if Peter is not confronted.”  Today, in Galatians 2:14-16, we will come to understand that Peter was relating to Gentile believers in a way that denied the central truth of the Gospel . . . justification by faith alone in Christ alone. 
Paul tells us the exact words that he used to confront Peter,  
“I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live like Jews?”” (Galatians 2:14 ESV)    

If you have an ESV, you will notice that the quotation marks end with this verse 14.  They do not carry over to vv. 15ff.  BUT if you have an NASB, NIV or NKJV, you will notice that the quotation marks carry over all the way to 2:21.  In other words, the translators of those three versions believe that Paul writes does the WHOLE SPEECH that he gives to Peter and not just one little line.  I agree with those versions.  

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.” (Galatians 2:15-16 ESV)

In short, Paul is saying, “Peter, you know and confess that Jesus alone is necessary for a person to be fully included in God’s family.  You believe that Jesus’ death on the cross is fully sufficient to erase the sins of anyone who believes in Him as Savior and Lord.  Yet Peter, your actions are proclaiming a different message.  Your actions are preaching that in order for a person to be fully embraced as a member of God’s family, a person must believe in Jesus AND keep the Law of Moses.  
Everyone is watching you.  And some are believing and teaching that Gentiles have to keep Moses’ Law in order to become a fully accepted members of God’s family.  Peter, you KNOW that Jesus is enough, why are you adding works of the Law to the grace of God in Jesus?”
	Peter, we are Jews by birth and not lawless Gentile sinners, yet WE BOTH KNOW that a person is not justified by obeying the Law that God gave to our people through Moses.  We know that NO ONE is declared righteous through obeying Moses’ Law.  We know that a person is justified through faith in Jesus the Messiah.  We both personally believe in Jesus as our Messiah and have been justified through Him and Him alone.”  
	Friends, there is no Gospel truth that is MORE essential, MORE beneficial for us to understand than the one before us.  Furthermore, there is no Gospel truth that is more MISUNDERSTOOD, more DISTORTED in the Christian church than the one that is before us. 

Main Idea:  We are justified by God’s grace through faith in Jesus the Messiah.  By works of the Law no person is ever justified.  Jesus’ work on the cross saves us without the addition of any work we do.  

If you mark your Bible, circle the word, “justified” in verse 16.  You notice that it appears 3X in this one verse.  This is the first time that Paul uses this term in this letter.  He will use this term a total of 8X in this letter.  He will develop the doctrine of justification more thoroughly in the book of Romans that is written a number of years after Galatians.  He will use this term 17X in that letter.  

Sometimes theologians use big words that are really not that important.  This has the unfortunate impact of making some less academic people think that NO BIG WORDS are really important.  Friends, I pray that I convince you that this word, “Justified” is a really, really important term.  It is a word that God chooses to help us understand the gift that God offers us in Jesus.  So let me begin by discussing . . . 
The Meaning of Justification:  God’s declaration.

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.” (Galatians 2:15-16 ESV)

Justification:  The legal act by which God declares the guilty sinner as innocent, indeed as righteous, in relationship to His holy Law.  To be justified is to be accepted by God as though we have perfectly fulfilled His Law and have not broken it in even small ways.

Justification is a legal term used in the court of law to pronounce the accused as innocent . . . righteous.  
The opposite of the word “justify” is the word “condemn”.  Both are legal terms.  A judge in a court at the end of a trial may pronounce condemnation or justification upon a person.  If he says, “Guilty” . . . then the person is condemned by the Law and awaits the punishment that is due the crime.  If he says, “Not guilty” . . . then the person is declared innocent before the Law and is free from any punishment.

The term “justify” means more than merely “to pardon”.  Forgiveness of our sin is only one part of our justification.  In justification, we also receive a righteous standing before God.   When we are justified, we are declared righteous by the Judge.  
Now “to justify” does not mean that we are “made righteous”.  In justification, God is announcing that we are declared righteous in His sight.  
Now note that God does justifies sinners.  Every person who is “justified” or declared righteous has already been proven to be guilty of breaking God’s law.  So here, by God’s grace, God offers guilty sinners the gift of being declared righteous in reference to God and to His Law.  

Sanctification:  The spiritual work by which God through His Spirit progressively conforms the life of His child into the image of Jesus.  To be sanctified is to be transformed more and more by God’s Spirit resulting in our growth of practical righteousness in thought, word and deed.

Galatians 2-4 highlight justification; Galatians 5-6 highlight our sanctification.  

Principle:  Sanctification follows justification, but is NOT a part of justification.  To be justified is to change our standing before the LORD.  To be sanctified is to change our whole person before the LORD.  

The Bible teaches us that being justified is the greatest concern we should have for our soul.  If we are not justified, then we lose everything forever and ever.  If we are justified, then we gain everything forever and ever.  
How can I be justified before the LORD?  If I am guilty of breaking God’s holy Law, how could God declare me to be righteous?  

The Means of Justification:  Jesus’ accomplishment.

because by works of the law no one will be justified.” (Galatians 2:16b ESV)

When God places His law against our lives, God makes the declaration, “Guilty!” God MUST declare us guilty!  He cannot lie!  This declaration of guilt is true of EVERY person in the entire history of the world . . . one exception, Jesus Christ.  

Truth: The Law was never intended to pave a road to heaven.  The law was given to show us that we are lost.  Do not look to the Law for your salvation.  The Law only has the power to condemn.  

So on the one hand, God legally declares us to be guilty of sin and worthy of eternal judgment.  How then can that same God declare us righteous?  How can we be justified? 

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.” (Galatians 2:15-16 ESV)

	The term “Christ” is a Greek translation of a Hebrew term.  The Hebrew term is “Messiah”.  All through the OT, God promised, both by prophecy and by type, a Messiah who would come to make sacrifice for our sin.  Every lamb that shed its blood as a sacrifice for sin pointed to the Messiah.  The Messiah would be the ultimate Lamb of God whose blood fully and finally paid for the sins of people.  

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” (Isaiah 53:4-6 ESV)

Jesus satisfies God’s righteous wrath against our sin through the punishment He endured for our sin on the cross.

The reason that Jesus bled sweat drops in the Garden asking the Father to take this cup away is because He KNEW the full curse of sin would fall upon Him.  
The reason the skies darkened at noon on Good Friday is because God in heaven was judging the sins of mankind at a spot on earth called Calvary.  
The reason why Jesus cried out, “My God!  My God!  Why have you forsaken me?” is because Jesus was enduring the eternal punishment we deserved!

“Yet it was the will of the Lord to crush him; he has put him to grief; when his soul makes an offering for guilt,”  (Isaiah 53:10 ESV)

Truth:  In Jesus’ suffering, God the Father’s hand directly inflicts punishment for our sin upon His Son whom He loves.

There is NO OTHER WAY to rescue us from the righteous wrath of God than for the righteous Son of God to suffer in our place . . . as our substitute.  

At the cross, God the Father is actively working to crush His Son in order to atone for (cover) our sins.  God the Father was not looking on helplessly as evil people crucified His Son.  The Father’s heart was grieved over His Son’s suffering, but He planned it and He performed it.  

Furthermore, Jesus Himself actively and freely gives Himself as a sacrifice for sin.  Jesus was not forced into this role.  Jesus was not a victim of evil people doing evil things. 

“For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.””  (John 10:17 ESV)

Friend when you look at the cross and the empty tomb, say to yourself, “God loves Me.  He sent His Son to die as an atoning sacrifice for my sin!”  

Penal Substitutionary Atonement: The covering for sin (atonement) that Jesus made in our place (substitutionary) by suffering the punishment of our sin (penal) for us.  

“I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness were through the law, then Christ died for no purpose.” (Galatians 2:21 ESV)

The cross of Jesus is the only possible atonement by which sinful people can be declared righteous by God!

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree”— so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith.” (Galatians 3:13-14 ESV)

We are rescued from the legal condemnation that our sins deserve by Jesus becoming a curse for us as He hung on the tree.  He did this so that the blessing of redemption . . . of justification might be ours!

“and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus,”(Romans 3:24 ESV)

To be justified is to be cleansed of our sin, BUT MORE!  To be justified is ALSO to be declared righteous!  
At the cross, Jesus not only transferred our guilt upon Himself.  He also transferred His righteousness to us.  So that God treats us as though our obedience to Him is as perfect and complete as Jesus’ obedience.   

This is the great exchange!  Our sins are placed upon Him and His righteousness is placed upon us.  The righteousness God requires of us, God supplies for us through Jesus.

“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  (2 Corinthians 5:21 ESV)

The means of justification is Jesus alone, not Jesus PLUS.  

Illustration:  A Bridge is only as strong as its weakest part.   Some bridges reveal their weakness by being weak in every part.  Few people are foolish enough to drive over those bridges.  Other bridges appear strong by being weak only in one small part.  Many are deceived by these bridges because the parts that are strong communicate that the whole is trustworthy.  
The Christian church early began to add human effort to the bridge Jesus constructs for us.  Paul’s letter calls us to turn from ANY ADDITION to Jesus’ work.  From Paul’s day to the present, the Christian church has continued to add requirements to Jesus’ work.  
To add anything to the bridge that Jesus constructs destroys the integrity of the bridge that Jesus provides.

Notice how Paul addresses those who add to Jesus’ work.  

Yet because of false brothers secretly brought in—who slipped in to spy out our freedom that we have in Christ Jesus, so that they might bring us into slavery—to them we did not yield in submission even for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might be preserved for you.” (Galatians 2:4-5 ESV)

“but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party.” (Galatians 2:12 ESV)

You might hear me use the term, “Judaizers”.  These terms “false brothers”, “the circumcision party” and “Judaizers” all refer to Jews in the first century who professed Jesus as the Messiah and yet added works of the Law to the requirements for inclusion into God’s family.  They affirmed faith in Jesus as essential BUT ADDED obedience to God’s Law as another condition for justification.   
Important to note that the Judaizers spoke VERY VERY highly of Jesus.  But they asserted that a person needs to ADD their works to Jesus’ work in order to be accepted by God.

“But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”” (Acts 15:1 ESV)

	Is this really that big of a problem?  YES!!
When we add our works to Jesus’ work, our salvation becomes a self-help program, instead of a divine rescue.  These false teachers did not abandon Jesus altogether, but simply added human works to the prerequisites for salvation, 

“Yes, you need Jesus, but you also need the Law of Moses in order to be saved from your sin.  God does His part; you need to do your part.  TOGETHER with God doing His part and you doing your part, you can gain a home in heaven and a right relationship with God.” 

Paul regards this teaching as spiritual strychnine in the water well of the church.  Three times Paul warns . . .  

. . . yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.” (Galatians 2:15-16 ESV)

Obedience to God’s law is not the answer to our sin problem.  
Friend, do not try to obey yourself out of God’s just punishment.  God’s law is the path that leads us into God’s justice not away from it. 

Principle:  When we add human righteousness in to the Gospel, the message becomes so perverted that Paul calls it “a different Gospel”.  In other words, adding works righteousness to the Gospel does not create another version of the same Gospel, adding human performance creates a different message altogether.  

PROTEST:  But we do not have Judaizers threatening the church today!!  I have never been tempted to think that circumcision was a necessary requirement for acceptance by God.  True.  Today, we do not have Judaizers who are entering the church and teaching that you must be circumcised to be saved from our sin.  Yet we do have many of their cousins.  
We have many who teach that salvation will be gained through Christ plus human effort.  They teach that God’s full approval is given on the basis of God’s work through Christ AND our work toward Christ.  
Believe PLUS be baptized.  
Believe PLUS go to confession.  
Believe PLUS read your Bible.  
Believe PLUS join the church.  
Believe PLUS change your life.
  
Friends, let us not confuse justification with sanctification!  

Principle:  Our acceptance rests upon what Christ has done for us, not what we do for Christ. A changed life sprouts as the result of our justification, not as a condition for our justification.  Adding works to our justification destroys the Bridge that God has paved so that we can come to Him! 

Warning:  Look out for those who suggest we must do something to gain merit before God in order to be fully accepted by Him!!  
Your joy will be stolen from you.  
Your love for others will be soured.
Your pride will be fed.  
Your assurance will be shaken.  
Your love for Jesus will be dampened.

The BIG QUESTION for every person, “How can I be ready to stand before God as my Judge to give an account of my life?”

The Moment of Justification:  Simple faith.

The Gospel teaches us that on the cross, Jesus accomplished everything for us to have our sins removed as far as the east is from the west . . . to clothe us with His righteousness so that a sinful person can stand before God as one who is blameless.  But how can we personally benefit from Jesus work for us?

Notice that three times in 2:15-16, Paul makes it clear that we benefit from Jesus’ accomplishment on the cross through “faith in Jesus Christ”.  

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.” (Galatians 2:15-16 ESV)

Truth:  Faith is not believing PLUS . . . faith is believing PERIOD!
Why are works excluded as a means of justification?  

Because we all have broken the Law.  Our sin corrupts our best works.  We have no righteousness that is of value to the LORD.  

“We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment.” (Isaiah 64:6 ESV)

Every omelet we make is rendered inedible by the rotten egg of our sin.  Though we have three good eggs to add to the mix, we cannot remove the rotten one that corrupts the whole.  

For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” (Ephesians 2:8-9 ESV)

Notice how the Gospel of Jesus assaults our pride and self-sufficiency.  Friend, most people who attend church are very sweet and nice people.  

Principle:  If you have never come to a sense of absolute despair over your own sinful condition, you will not receive the grace of God through faith in Jesus.    

The Gospel is received only by sinners who know that they have no hope to rescue themselves and so they plead for mercy through Jesus.  

What does God mean when He says that His salvation is offered to us as a gift?  It means that His salvation is offered to us as a gift.  We make no contribution, we do not give anything back in return.  This is not a “gift exchange”.  This righteousness is a gift.  This gift is given by a Person who has everything to a person who has nothing.  

Illustration:  I will give you $100,000.  Great.  Oh, I just want you to wash my car once a week.  Still a good deal.  But no longer a gift.   No strings attached to this gift.

Principle:  If anything other than faith were a condition to receive God’s righteousness, then God’s righteousness could not be said to be a free gift.  

The condition of faith alone to receive God’s free gift is so often repeated in scripture that I can only conclude that demonic delusion is the reason for missing this key truth.  Satan loves to distort the truths that God so plainly states.  

This is where the Gospel of Jesus is different from every other religion or path to God.  Every other path to God assumes that God wants something from us in order to be accepted by us.  These are gods created out of our own proud hearts.  These gods show us a ladder to climb in order to receive the offer of joy or eternal life.  Even modern atheism reduces the purpose of life down to our following some rules.  Only the Gospel brings us to the end of ourselves and teaches us that we can do nothing at all to earn our purpose or our salvation.  

Application:  If the Gospel is by human achievement, I would have to wait some time to earn my salvation.  But if the Gospel is by God’s accomplishment, I can receive His free gift immediately right now.  What keeps you from opening your heart today to receive God’s free gift?

If we are to receive God’s free gift of righteousness, we must receive it as a gift, and not as a wage.  We receive God’s gift by faith alone.
What is faith?  Simply trusting what God says to be true.
 “Faith is the eye that looks to him, the hand that receives his free gift, the mouth that drinks the living water.” John Stott
Illustration:  Boys when they were little.  I would set them up on a ledge that was seven foot tall or so.  Jump!  Jump into my arms.  Hesitation.  Then jump!!  That is faith.  Not blind leap in the dark as some would have you think.  But a trusting leap into the arms of someone who loves you and who will not let you fall!
Conclusion:

James Boice tells a story about Pastor Donald Barnhouse.  A man who lived near the church Barnhouse pastored in Philadelphia.   Dr. Barnhouse made efforts to share the Gospel with this man, but they were rebuffed time and time again.  He would say that he was not the kind of person who needed church.  He belonged to a lodge and the chief function of the lodges was to do good works.  He said that if he ever met God, he would be all right on the basis of his lodge work and associations.  
Years went by and this man resisted all Barnhouse’s attempts to convince him of his need for the Gospel.  One day the man fell gravely ill.  He was not expected to live out the day and Barnhouse when to see him.  Barnhouse realized that the situation was desperate and decided on a bold course of action. He sat down by the bed and said: “You don’t mind my staying here for a few minutes and watching you, do you? I have often wondered what it would be like for a person to die without Jesus Christ. I have known you for quite a few years, and you have always said that you do not need Christ and that your lodge obligations are enough. I would like to observe a person end his life with those beliefs and see what it is like.”
The man on the bed was struck through the heart. He looked at Barnhouse like a wounded animal. “You . . . wouldn’t . . . mock . . . a dying man . . . would you?” he said.
Barnhouse then asked his diagnostic question. “You are going to appear before God in a very short while. Suppose he asks you, ‘What right do you have to come into my heaven?’ What will you say?”  This time the man looked back in agonized silence, and great tears flowed from his frightened eyes and down his pale, wrinkled cheeks.
Then, while he listened attentively, Barnhouse told him how he might approach God through the merits of the Lord Jesus Christ. The man replied that his mother had taught him those truths as a child but that he had abandoned them. He had lived without faith. But now, in his final moments on earth, he came back to God through Jesus Christ, confessed his faith in Christ and then had someone call his family members so he might give his newfound testimony to them. He asked Barnhouse to tell his story at his funeral, which took place a few days later.

On the last day, if God asks us, “What is the ground of your salvation?”  
Our reply must be one word, “Jesus”.  
He’s the whole ground of our whole salvation.  He alone can accomplish this blessing for us.  May God help us to know the assurance of everlasting life through our Messiah!

If you’re here and you’ve never believed in our Lord Jesus Christ, we exhort you to consider the cross of the Lord Jesus, and ask yourself the question, why did Jesus Christ die? Why did he suffer? Why did he shed his blood? 
God answer these questions.  God says, “My Son, Jesus, died on the cross because you have sinned against me and you need a Savior!”  
May God the Holy Spirit touch your heart and enable you to see what you really are in the sight of God. And may, by the grace of God, you turn to him and receive him as your own personal Savior. 

The Meaning of Justification:  God’s declaration.
The Means of Justification:  Jesus’ accomplishment.
The Moment of Justification:  Simple faith.

