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Galatians 2.15-21 

Who Am I? Identity and Grace 

 

No doubt a number of you saw the film “The Iron Lady” in which Meryl Streep so superbly played 

the part of Margaret Thatcher. A well known story about her from the time when she was PM, which 

never made it into the film, was an occasion when she was visiting an old people’s home, going from 

room to room meeting people who had been there a long time. One old lady showed no signs at all of 

realizing she was shaking hands with the famous PM. “Do you know who I am?” Mrs Thatcher asked. 

“No dear”, replied the old lady, “but I should ask the nurse if I were you. She usually knows!” 

 

It is a strange idea to most of us, but for some a very necessary one: that you might need to begin 

again from scratch to learn who you are, but it is precisely what people who have suffered severe 

memory loss need to do. It is also what people who have suffered other kinds of loss also need to do 

do; the refugee without country or family is but one example; survivors of the holocaust another; no 

doubt those three women who were held hostage and terrorised for a decade in the US another. And 

it’s precisely the sort of exercise, losing one’s identity and reconstructing another, that Paul is 

explaining in this rather dense and complex passage. 

 

Reading one of Paul’s letters is always a bit like eavesdropping on one end of a telephone 

conversation. You’re not quite sure what’s been going on that’s lead up to this particular conversation, 

trying to fill in the gaps. At least in Galatians Paul gives us some reasonable idea of the issue he is 

concerned with. Paul had come to see that Jesus the Messiah, or Christ, had unveiled in his gospel 

what God’s long awaited plan for the world was. It was that through Jesus’ death and resurrection 

God was going to build a new family, a single family, with no divisions, no separate races or ethnic 

groups, no one special table for Jews and another for Gentiles. Jesus as God’s Messiah has revealed 

that the God of Israel is actually the God of the whole world and so wants to welcome all people from 

everywhere into God’s family, to be the new people of God. And that was the gospel he had preached 

in Galatia and elsewhere. 

 

But after he left some other people came along and said Paul had got the gospel all messed up, he was 

only a second hand apostle. They came from the real apostles like Peter and James, and if people 

wanted to belong to God’s family then they needed to be like we Jews and be circumcised and follow 

all the laws of Moses, which meant being kosher and doing all the things that kept Jews and Gentiles 

separate, including the laws about what you eat and who you eat with. To agree to this, Paul argues 

vehemently, is actually to deny the true gospel which offers God’s grace and welcome into God’s 

family on one basis alone, that of faith in Jesus Christ. So that’s what the first chapter of the letter is 

all about. 

 

Then in the 1
st
 bit of chapt 2 he tells us when he eventually met with Peter and James, some time after 

all this had been revealed to him in that encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus, they agreed 

that grace had been given to him and that he had been entrusted with the gospel to the 

uncircumcised. But now later on he finds that Peter was being inconsistent with the truth of the 

gospel, and he was refusing to eat with those who were not circumcised, which previously he had 

been doing. And this says Paul at the end of our reading today is to set aside the grace of God. 

 

This passage is where he really gets to grips with the underlying issues between himself and the 

‘troublemakers’. It isn’t a matter of just a few twists and turns in the interpretation of the gospel or for 

that matter of the Jewish law. Nor is it simply about one style of missionary policy against another. It 

is a matter of who you are in Christ. Paul’s head on clash with Peter in Antioch, and with these 

troublemakers in Galatia, is about Christian identity. What does it mean to be part of the new people 

of God in Christ. 

 

Often Paul’s dense paragraphs, like this one, yield their secrets if you approach them from near the 

end, where he sums everything up in a single great climactic statement. In this case it is vv. 19b-20. I 

have been crucified with Christ. I am still alive, but it isn’t me it’s Christ living in me. And what about 

the human life I’m still living. Well that is lived by the faithfulness of the son of God who loved me 
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and give himself for me.’ This is the heart of Paul’s argument. One must lose everything that primarily 

made up the identity of who you were and how you lived previously, and must accept and learn to live 

by a new identity, with a new foundation.  

 

The question Paul and Peter have run into, which was focused on whether Jewish and Gentile 

Christians could eat at the same table, is the question who is the true Israel? Who are the true people 

of God? Is it all who belong to Christ? Or is it only Jewish Christians, including proselytes, that is 

Gentiles who have converted to Judaism and so been circumcised and adopted all the Jewish 

practices, with Gentile Christians remaining second class members – still kept in the outer court to use 

the temple analogy – barely attaining the status of step children. 

 

Paul focuses his answer on the most basic point of all. God’s true Israel consists of one person: the 

Messiah, the Christ. He is the faithful one. He is the one true Israelite. This is the foundation stone of 

identity within God’s people. The question then becomes: who belongs to Christ? How is that identity 

expressed? 

 

Paul answers this with one of his most famous beliefs, which remains difficult for modern western 

minds like ours to come to terms with. But it is critical, indeed many now would say this is actually 

the central core of all Paul beliefs. Those who belong to Christ are in Christ, so what is true of him is 

true of them.  

 

Now as I said this is difficult with our very individual idea of identity, but not so much for many other 

cultures, including Jewish cultures, with a much more corporate sense of identity. The roots of this 

idea for those Paul is addressing are in the Jewish beliefs about the king. The king represents his 

people: think of David fighting Goliath, representing Israel against the Philistine; what is true of him 

is true of them. The present paragraph doesn’t spell it out; it assumes it. Paul will return to it in more 

detail later on. His point here is quite simple; all who are in Christ, Israel’s Messiah, are the true 

people of God. And that means Gentiles as well as Jews, uncircumcised as well as circumcised. 

 

He speaks of himself as a Jew who had become a Christian to make the point. We Jews, he says, even 

though we were actually born into the family of God’s promise to Abraham, we do not now find our 

real identity as God’s people through the things that mark us out as a distinctive race, or people – that 

is through the Jewish law. If we do believe that Jesus is the Christ, and without that there is no 

Christianity, we believe that it is the crucified Jesus who is the Christ. And if we are in the crucified 

Christ that means all our other identities are irrelevant to deciding who we are. They are to be aside on 

this crucial matter. We are no longer defined by possession of the law, or by its detailed requirements 

that set Jew over against Gentile and keep the latter excluded. ‘I died to the law, that I might live to 

God.’ We must now learn who we are in a whole new way. 

 

Who then are we, if we are no longer primarily Jew or Gentile – today Paul might say pakeha or 

Maori, or Samoan or Chinese. We are Christ’s people. There is a saying I picked up which sums this 

up: ‘we need to know whose we are before we know who we are.’ We are Christ’s people, with his 

life now at work in us. And since the central thing about Christ is his loving faithfulness, the central 

thing about us, the only thing in fact that defines us is our own loving faithfulness, the glad response 

of faith to the God who has sent his son to die for us. This is the very heart of our Christian identity. 

Everything else is secondary.  

 

The words Paul uses as his shorthand for Christian identity, for belonging to God’s family are usually 

translated as being justified, as it is here, or being righteous. It is basically the same Greek word 

translated differently, because it is an idea which has quite a rich range of meanings. For Paul, as he 

sets out in the next chapter, it is related to God’s promise to Abraham, now fulfilled in Christ, that 

God would create a single worldwide family through which all peoples would be blessed and whose 

identity marker would be faith. And it speaks of the family identity, the status of being included in 

God’s promise which God gives to all his family who come to trust in the good news or gospel of 

Christ. And beyond this it speaks of God’s saving justice embracing and healing the whole of the 

unjust world and so making it right.  
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This doesn’t mean, as he says in vv. 17-18, that by losing Jewish identity we are sinners, as the Jews 

had regarded Gentiles. Indeed on the contrary if, like Peter, you reconstruct the wall between Jews 

and Gentile which Christ has torn down, then all you show is that you yourself are a transgressor 

because you are now going against what God is wanting to do. To have separate tables within the 

church is to spurn the generous love of God which comes to us through Christ, it is to set aside the 

grace of God and so declare that Christ died for nothing.  

 

Belonging to the people of God is purely and only a matter of being in Christ though faith. It is never 

a matter of Christ and something else; not Christ and belonging to certain ethnic or racial group; not 

Jesus and certain cultural practices of rituals; not Christ and having a particular theological 

understanding or belonging to specific religious brand. All of these things are ok in their place – 

which is always secondary. We can’t avoid belonging to a particular ethnic group – it remains part of 

our identity. Jews never stopped being Jews or Gentiles Gentiles. I can’t stop  being pakeha – or 

someone else Maori, or Samoan or Chinese. But as a Christian it no longer defines who I am, 

determines my identity. Being in Christ does and so anyone else of whatever ethnic or racial group 

who is in Christ is equally my brother and sister in Christ, part of God’s family and so someone with 

whom I can share together with all that means. And if I put the fact that I am a pakeha Kiwi ahead of 

being in Christ when it comes to my relationship with, attitude to and behaviour toward say a person 

who is also in Christ but happens to be Chinese, then I have got things the wrong way round, my true 

identity mistaken and I am setting aside the grace of God.   

 

Paul was a multiculturalist a long time before the word was invented. He could cope with diversity. 

The gospel he took with him didn’t create identical communities all with the same customs and 

practices. Just read Romans to see the great diversity of the house churches there. The gospel can 

survive plurality, and Paul could affirm that, but Paul saw that it couldn’t survive the displacement of 

God’s free gift of grace in Christ by binding cultural practices or customs or inherited traditions. They 

can have their place, they provide stability, they are part of our identity, but they have no standing in 

the face of God’s unlimited and all-embracing love and so don’t define who we are. And so it is ok to 

be Presbyterian, or Anglican, or Catholic, or Baptist, or Pentecostal, or Orthodox. But it is not our 

primary identity and if ever we place that, and our particular beliefs, traditions or customs, above who 

we are with everyone else in Christ, then Paul would thunder against that in the same strident tones he 

did with the Galatians. 

 

God’s grace is unconditional. That is why it is called good news. The gospel is a valuable diamond on 

display, but so often the church focuses on the dark velvet background on which it sits of our ethnic or 

cultural background, our traditions or heritage, our particular beliefs or practices, and in doing so the 

sparkling gem of grace is diminished or lost. 

 

To go back to where our reading began with the people Peter wouldn’t sit at table with. One of the 

marks of Jesus public ministry was his open table fellowship – his sharing of food and drink with 

those the Jewish religious leaders regarded as sinners and so unclean and outside of the grace of God. 

On the basis of that the church has come to understand that communion is an open invitation for 

people to enter into the open hospitality of God through Christ who is the host. But that is just a 

particularly rich expression of what the church in all its life should be. And so in the light of a text 

like this it should cause us to reflect on what practices of ours, what attitudes we portray, what 

customs or rituals we insist on, might set aside the grace of God, the generous inclusive welcoming 

love demonstrated in Christ. 

 

In his poem ‘Mending Wall”, ostensibly about repairing breaches in stone walls, Robert Frost muses 

about the barriers humans erect is self defeating attempts at protection and purity: 

Before I build a wall, I’d like to know what I was walling in or walling out, 

And to whom I was like to give offence. 

Food for thought! 

 


