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THE LIFE OF FAITH

INTRODUCTION: When a person dies, we know that the bond uniting that person to us and to life
in this world has been severed. Every human death is a definitive break, a break that cannot be
mended (cf. Psalms 37:36; 103:15, 16). The cross of Christ was such a break. In one sense we can say
that the Lord Jesus died, physically speaking, like any other person. He had a real human body that
experienced physical pain just like we do. But that is where the similarities end. The death of Christ
is unlike any other. Galatians 2:20 is one of the key texts in the Bible that serves to explain the nature
of Christ’s death. Unfortunately this text is often used by preachers as an exhortation to personal
sanctification. We are told that in a very mystical sense, we must experience crucifixion to self in
order to discover the pathway to spiritual victory. However valid that thought might be, it is not, I
repeat, it is not the point that Paul is laboring to make. If we pay close attention to the context, we
will see that this passage is, in the words of Alan Cole, “a powerful argument for the total sufficiency
and efficacy of the work of Christ.”"

L. TEXT AND ITS CONTEXT
We have to, in the words of Walter L. Liefeld, pay close attention to the “connective tissue”
between the text and its context.

A. Paul’s Thought Pattern. The significant ideas in this chapter are centered on the doctrine
of justification. Note that seven times in vv. 15-21 Paul insists that nobody can be
justified by the law.

B. Paul’s Verbal Pattern. Note the frequent use of the word Jaw and significant words like

live and die.

C. Paul’s Structural Pattern. What is the direction of Paul’s thought in this passage? The
verses in this chapter do not stand in isolation to each other (like sections in the
Proverbs), but are interrelated so that 2:20 must be interpreted in the light of what Paul
is saying about justification and the role of the law.

II. THE TRIUMPH OF THE LIFE OF FAITH
Paul’s language may strike us as paradoxical since he speaks of /ife coming through death.

A. Paul’s Death to the Law. There are two important pitfalls to be avoided in interpreting
this: (1) The law is not to be restricted here to only one aspect of the law (the
ceremonial). Paul is arguing against any form of human merit. (2) If the first error puts
too little meaning on the words “I died to the law,” the second error to avoid is the one
that reads into these words too much meaning, e.g., antinomianism, which advocates the
view that the law is completely done away with and serves no purpose in the life of the
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Christian. Paul specifically rejects any such notion (Galatians 5:13-21). Paul’s death to
the law means that he ceases to have a living relationship to the law. It has no further
claim or control over him as a means to life. Elsewhere Paul declares that the law is
holy, righteous, and good (Romans 7:12). But the law cannot give a man what it
demands of him. All it can do is to demand, forbid, judge, and condemn. It cannot
give life, it cannot save, it can only s/ay the sinner.

NOTE: There are three law states, as Lightfoot calls them,’ which are observable in the Bible: (1)
Prior to the law: people are sinful, but are ignorant of sin; (2) Under the law: people are sinful and

are now made conscious of sin by the law; (3) Free from the law: as a means of justification before
God by faith in Christ.

B.

Crucified with Christ. It is important to note that this does not refer in an ethical sense
to a subjective experience in Christian consciousness, but to the believer’s objective
position in Christ.* Note the flow of Paul’s thought up to this point. The law
condemns sin and prescribes death as its penalty — that is its function. How can a
sinner possibly be justified? The only way is by fulfilling the law’s requirement and
dying the death it demands. Paul could not do this — but Christ has borne the penalty
of broken law; specifically, Paul is saying, Christ has born the penalty of Paul’s law-
breaking. “Those who place their faith in Christ are united with him by that faith —
united so closely that his experience now becomes theirs: they share his death to the
old order (‘under the law’; cf. 4:4) and his resurrection to new life.”” Paul uses the
perfect tense of his having died with Christ, which suggests that in Paul’s thinking this
was a specific completed event, but one which has an enduring effect on his life. The
late Leon Morris says that he personally considers Galatians 2:20 to be “the most
moving text in the whole of Scripture, he speaks of faith in the Son of God who loved me
and gave himself up for me. It is true that the Son of God loved the world and that this is
rightfully the burden of much that the church teaches. It is true that Christ died on the
cross for the salvation of those who trust him throughout the world and throughout the
centuries. But it is also true that the Son of God . . . loved me and gave himself up for me. On
the Damascus road, Saul the persecutor met the Son of God who had been crucified for
him, and the discovery transformed his whole life. And it is only as each of us makes
the same discovery that we enter into what the Christian faith means. It is one thing to
know intellectually that the Son of God died for the whole world, and quite another to
be able to say with Paul, the Son of God . . . loved me and gave himself up for me. And that is
what counts.”®

Life with Christ. The cross has changed everything. Paul has changed. He has died to
the law and with Christ in order that he might live for God. Note the individuality of
Paul’s language. Christ’s atoning love is highlighted by the Apostle as it relates
specifically to him. Christ loved Aim and gave (PARADONTOS, cf. with 1:4) himself
for Paul. J. R. W. Stott has pointed out how this is a conscious echo of Isaiah 53:12,
which says that Christ poured out (in the LXX this is PAREDOTHE) his life unto
death.” Elsewhere Paul declares that God “did not spare his own Son, but gave him up
(PARADOKEN) for us all” (Romans 8:32; cf. 4:25). I like the way Lloyd-Jones has
put this: “[Christ] did not wait until Paul was converted before he loved him. He loved
him as he was, a blasphemer and persecutor and injurious. He loved him even when
Saul of Tarsus was there blaspheming his holy name, ridiculing his claim that he was
the Son of God, and the Lord of Glory, ridiculing this idea that he is here to teach us
and to die for us and to save us, pouring his blasphemous scorn upon him. While Paul
was doing that, he was dying for Paul. And he was doing the same for you and for me.
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You who have reviled him and blasphemed him and hated him and regarded all this
preaching of the cross as an offence, he did it for you.”®

CONCLUSION: Christ gave Himself! And He did so on the cross; not as an example that we should
seek to imitate; not in order to move us to repentance per se (the moral influence theory of the
atonement), but first and foremost He gave Himself as an atoning sacrifice to satisfy the justice of a
Holy God — Lord help us to believe this! Listen carefully to the words of John Owen and put yourself
in the situation he is describing. . .. that I stood before the judgment seat of God, charged with my
original apostasy from him, and with all the sins of my life, multiplied above the hairs of my head,
and being ready to perish, to have the sentence pronounced against me; then Christ came and stood in
my place, putting the sinner aside, and undertaking to answer this matter: ‘Let the poor sinner stand
aside a while. Come, enter into rest; abide here in the cleft of the rock; I will undertake thy cause, and
plead it out at God’s judgment seat.” In this undertaking God spared him not; as if God should say,
‘If you will stand in the place of the sinner, and undertake his cause, then it must go with you as with
him; I will not spare.” ‘Lo, I come,” says Christ, notwithstanding this, ‘to do thy will, O God;" —
‘“Whatever thou dost require to make good this cause I have espoused, lo, I come to do it.” So Christ
loved me, and gave himself for me. Everlasting rest and peace will dwell upon our souls, if the Lord
will be pleased to help us to exercise faith on Christ’s love in this ordinance, wherein all these things
are represented to us.”’

ENDNOTES

LA. Cole, The Epistle of Paul to the Galatians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), p. 82.

*W. L. Liefeld, New Testament Exposition: From Text to Sermon (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), p. 32.

3J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians (London: Macmillan & Co., 1869), p. 118.

“In the Greek text, the word CHRIST stands at the beginning of Paul’s statement.

F. F. Bruce, Galatians: New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), p. 144.
°L. Morris, Galatians: Paul’s Charter of Christian Freedom (IVP, 1996) p. 90.

’J. R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove: IVP, 1986), p. 61.

8M. Lloyd-Jones, The Cross (Westchester: Crossway, 1986), p. 60.

°The Works of John Owen IX (rpt. Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1976), p. 602.



