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Abstract 

The pi,stij Cristou/ debate is receiving more and more attention in Pauline 

scholarship during past few decades. However, the debate seems to have reached an 

impasse. Attempting to isolate the critical text of Gal 2:15-21, this paper looks at the 

role of Cristoj within this argument, and what its implication would be for Gal 

2:16, in which the pi,stij Cristou/ formulation occurs twice. 

 

Introduction 

In what has become known as the pi,stij Cristou/ 1 debate, it is asked whether the 

genitive Cristou/  should be interpreted as an objective (which will translate “faith in 

Christ”) or a subjective genitive (“faithfulness of Christ”). For the scholar attempting to 

enter the debate, it might seem like Tolmie’s (2004:89) comment that this has been 

debated ad infinitum should not be considered a hyperbole. In this climate, it can rightly 

be asked: What more can be said? 

 

                                                 
1pi,stij Cristou/  refers to the following five variations, these texts are also called the “debated texts”: 
pi,stij Ihsou/ Cristou/  (Rom 3:22; Gal 3:22); pi,stij Ihsou/  (Rom 3:26); pi,stij Ihsou/ Cristou/ (Gal 2:16); 
pi,stij Cristou/ (Gal 2:16; Phil 3:9); pi,stij tou/ ui`ou/ tou/ qeou/ (Gal 2:20). Although some (Longenecker 
1990:87) do not consider Gal 2:20 to be a disputed text, Witherington (2003:191) argues that this should 
also be considered part of the conversation, and he is not alone in asserting this (see for example Hultgren 
2007:168; Choi 2005:467; Foster 2002:77; Harrisville III 1994:233; Keck 1989:455; Hay 1989:475) 



Textbooks on Greek Grammar show that this question cannot be answered on 

grammatical grounds only (Black 1998:49; Wallace 1996:115-116; Porter 1992:952), 

although some have attempted this (see Campbell 1994:267). The subjective genitive 

“functions semantically as the subject of the verbal idea implicit in the head noun” 

(Wallace 1996:113) and the objective genitive “functions semantically as the direct 

object of the verbal idea in the head noun” (Wallace 1996:116). Semantically this implies 

the difference between “God loves X” (subjective genitive) and “X loves God” (objective 

genitive) (Wallace 1996:118) but the two forms look exactly the same in Greek.  

 

In the past year three articles appeared in Dialog concerning Luther and Paul, which 

might be helpful in showing where the conversation currently leaves us. Donfried (2007) 

put the whole conversation into two camps, a “new perspective on Paul”3 and a 

“Lutheran”4 camp. The reinterpretation of the pi,stij Cristou/  passages is, according to 

Donfried, central to the “new perspective” camp5. I doubt whether this simple division 

reflects reality, but it does point to the very real danger that a certain perspective on Paul 

could cause an understanding which is not supported by the text6. 

 

                                                 
2 All three these grammars treat the debate directly. The introductory Greek grammar by Black suffice with 
saying that only context can tell whether we work with a subjective or objective genitive. The same can be 
said for Porter, although he refers to more proponents of the subjective reading. Wallace (1996:116) on the 
other hand makes the claim that “(al)though the issue is not to be solved via grammar, on balance, 
grammatical considerations seem to be in favor of the subjective gen. view” 
3 This refers to the contributions of E. P. Sanders, Krister Stendahl, N. T. Wright and James Dunn on 
Pauline theology (Donfried 2007:31). He considers Brondos, writing the alternative article on the same 
topic in the same edition of Dialog, to be an extreme example of the influence of Write (:35). Brondos 
(2007) is of the opinion that we should reinterpret Paul’s understanding of justification. 
4 Although it is not that clear what would constitute this camp, except maybe the understanding that Luther 
did get Paul right (Donfried 2007:39), it is clear that if this is the alternative to the “new perspective”, then 
Donfried would place himself in this camp. What must be noted however, is that Brondos, although critical, 
does not reject Luther entirely, he rather states that some Lutherans got Luther as well as Paul wrong 
(Brondos 2007:24, 26-27). 
5 It must be noted that Brondos (2007:28) seems to prefer the objective genitive, although Donfried 
(2007:35) considers him to be in the “new perspective” camp. 
6 See also the reference by Wallace (1996:115) to an objective genitive interpretation being a “Lutheran 
reflex” 



Modern New Testament scholarship usually considers the article of Haussleiter in 1891 

to (re)introduce7 the subjective genitive reading (Campbell 1994:265; Hultgren 

1980:250)8. Four decades ago, Howard (1967:459) asserted that nearly all exegetes 

understand this phrase as an objective genitive. By 1980 Hultgren (1980:251), an 

advocate for the objective reading, was of opinion that the case for the subjective genitive 

was being revived quite widely (see also Hultgren 2007:168, where he still maintains that 

this view is growing). Especially during the last two or three decades, Pauline scholarship 

has seen the resurgence of this debate9. According to Witherington (2003:179) scholars 

in North America are evenly divided between the two positions, but the subjective 

reading is a minority view elsewhere in the world. However, both views are still active. 

 

The possibility of dialog 

I will not attempt to give an overview of the debate up to this point, but starting from the 

recent articles10 in Dialog will point to the impasse that seems to have been reached in 

the argument. 

 

Donfried (2007) and Hultgren (2007) point to two arguments in favor of the objective 

genitive: the witness of the Greek Church Fathers and the argument in Romans 3-4. They 

(Hultgren 2007:168; Donfried 2007:34) point to the work of Harrisville III (1994:237-

240), who showed that the Greek church fathers consequently interpreted these phrases as 

objective genitives. However, both fail to mention a similar argument that has been 

around throughout the debate: Howard (1967:460; see also Keck 1989:453) pointed out 

that the Syriac translation supports a subjective reading. There have been other attempts 
                                                 
7 This will depend on whether a difference of interpretation exists in the early church. As will be pointed 
out, this does seem to be the case, although it does not necessarily imply that there was any debate then. 
Most scholars, however, only point to one of the possible interpretations in the early church. 
8 Howard (1967:461) also points to two earlier advocates of the subjective reading in the 19th century; 
Macknight (1810) and Lange (1869) 
9 Only approximate lengths of time is indicated by scholars: “recent years” (Choi 2005:468) “past fifteen 
years” (Witherington 2003:179) or “past ten years (Longenecker 1993:478) 
10 These articles will probably not be the best place to start if one wanted to get acquainted with the 
argument. I start from them, simply because they were published recently, and serve as example of the 
conversation, although not necessarily a good example. For a brief summary of the basic arguments used in 
the conversation, and defense of the subjective view, see Witherington (2003:178-182). The work of 
Matlock (2000 and 2003) would probably be a better place to start for the objective interpretation than the 
articles in Dialog. He also published an article in Journal for the study of the New Testament (2007) 
volume 30 no 2, but it was not available yet by the time of writing this paper. 



on both sides of the debate to find witness in early interpretations as well11. Also, Both 

Donfried and Hultgren turn to Romans 3 and 4 in order to defend the objective reading, 

but the arguments they use have been around for many years, and arguments against them 

have also seen the light12.  

 

Another popular approach is to work from a broad Pauline perspective, attempting to 

shed light by addressing any number of genitives or pi,stij phrases in Paul, working from 

a certain understanding of Pauline theology, or a specific understanding of Galatians of 

Romans. With the contentious nature of this debate, if we attempt to work with a 

particular understanding or any broader text, we will most probably only convince those 

that already believe (see also Campbell 1994:266-267). 

  

This being said, a number of studies which have attempted to address the issue from a 

different angle call to be noticed. Attempting to sidestep the jungle of stylistic and 

syntactical intricacies of the debated texts, Longenecker turns to Romans 3:25 for some 

                                                 
11 Foster (2002) uses Eph 3:12, understood as a deutero-Pauline text, as the first interpretation of Paul, and 
points out that it is generally accepted that the addition of the article to the pi,stij Cristou/  text would rule 
out the possibility of an objective reading. This is based on the use of the article in, for example, the 
subjective genitive in Rom 3:3. Thus Ephesians, as first interpreter of Paul, would support a subjective 
reading.  
However, making a much more complicated case, Matlock (2003) uses P46 as witness, pointing to Gal 3:26, 
dia. pi,stewj Cristou/ VIhsou, he argues that this is a variant reading of / dia. th/j pi,stewj evn Cristw/| VIhsou/. 
The evn Cristw/| phrase cannot be synonymous with the subjective genitive, and therefore he argues that the 
genitive should be read as an objective, thus resulting in P46 being another early interpreter of a pi,stij 
Cristou/  phrase, but this time interpreting it as an objective genitive. The point is not here to comment on 
any of the understandings of early interpretation, least of all the complex argument Matlock uses to find an 
early interpretation for the objective genitive, but simply to show that in looking for early interpretations, 
we, contrary to what the recent articles by Donfried and Hultgren implies, seem to find evidence on both 
sides of the argument. 
12 For example, Hultgren (2007:168) uses the same argument he already did in 1980 (:256); since Rom 4:16 
speaks about Abraham being justified through his own faith, this implies that the disputed genitives in 3:22 
and 26 should be interpreted as objective genitives. But this has been an argument throughout the debate, 
with many interpreting the exact same verse as evidence for the subjective genitive in 3:22 and 26, since 
4:16 (as well as 3:3) is a clear example of the subjective genitive. Already in 1906 Kittel said that the use of 
the subjective genitive in 3:3 and 4:16 must mean that Paul is using the subjective genitive in 3:22 and 26, 
otherwise he would be hopelessly confusing his readers (Howard 1967:460). In more recent literature 
Campbell (1997:718) again suggested that 4:16 must be read as grammatically identical to 3:26, as well as 
providing other reasons why the faith of Abraham and the faith in Christ should not be understood as 
identical and cannot be used in support of the objective genitive view. Time and space does not permit us to 
discuss the fact that for the arguments supporting the objective genitive in 3:22 and 3:26 which Donfried 
use, counter arguments have been provided. Looking at these recent articles, we need to notice that 
arguments are repeating themselves in recent scholarship, and heed this as warning! 



“neglected evidence” to support the subjective genitive reading13. In reaction to his 

article, Matlock (2003)14 turns to Gal 3:26 in order to point to neglected evidence for an 

objective interpretation. In different ways Choi (2005)15, Foster (2002)16 and Campbell 

(1994)17 has also done this. 

 

Grammatical arguments alone will not answer the question, and working from a broad 

Pauline perspective does not seem to help the conversation along at the moment. 

Although looking at specific texts other than the debated texts is also producing differing 

conclusions, this seems to be a possible way of continuing the conversation. However, 

this could easily lead to searching for “proof-texts” in support of either view. Attempting 

to put forth a method for discussing specific texts Campbell (1994:266-267) makes the 

following suggestions: The critical texts must be isolated, guarding against sweeping 

generalizations on Paul’s argument and theology, and both the broader and more specific 

context of critical texts must be addressed.  

 

I will attempt only the latter, more specific task here18. Galatians 2:16 has long been 

debated, containing two occurrences of pi,stij Cristou/. Especially the structure of this 

verse19 was discussed, but this approach has not settled the debate. Thus, sidestepping the 

                                                 
13 Reacting to Käsemann’s Commentary of Romans, his argument is that pi,stewj should not be seen as an 
interpolation, but part of the original quoted formula. According to Longenecker, this will make it clear that 
pi,stewj should be interpreted as an objective genitive in 3:25, and thus also in 3:22 and 3:26 
14 See summary of his argument in notes above 
15 Convinced that evk pi,stewj is an abbreviation of evk pi,stewj Cristou/ Choi argues that since pi,stij should 
be understood as the faithfulness of Christ, so should the pi,stij Cristou/ formulations in Galatians. The 
understanding of pi,stij is argued primarily from the direct context of 5:2-6 
16 See summary of his argument in notes above 
17 Similar to Choi, Campbell also argues from the evk pi,stewj formula in Rom 1:17. Interpreting this text 
then as quoting Hab 2:4, and furthermore that Hab 2:4 is the origin of Paul’s pi,stij Cristou/ language, and 
was a messianic text of the early church. He concludes that Rom 1:17 should be read as the faithfulness of 
Christ, and so should other debated texts. 
18 In the study in which these guidelines were set out, Campbell also only attempted the more specific task. 
19 The noun-verb-noun structure around the pi,st- word group has received some discussion, although 
offering differing interpretations. The view held by Howard (1967:460) is that “(T)here is a clear 
distinction made between man's faith and Christ's faith”. He bases this on a change of idiom which he sees 
in the alternate use of dia./ evk with the noun and genitive and eivj with the verb and accusative. Williams 
(1980:274) built upon Howard’s argument, and Keck (1989:454), calls this repetition a un-Pauline 
redundancy. On the other hand Hultgren (1980:255) sees the verb as a means of interpreting the pi,stij 
Cristou/ formulation, an argument which Fung (1988:115) says puts it beyond reasonable doubt that we 
have an objective genitive here, while Matlock (2000:14-15) simply states that Paul uses a verb when a 
verb is needed and a noun when a noun is needed. Finally, I point to Campbell (1997:716) who show that 



debated text, I will look at the argument in 2:15-21, asking the question: What is the role 

of Cristovj20 in this passage? 

 

Galatians 2:15-21, its role and structure 

In rhetorical studies Galatians 2:15-21 is generally understood as propositio (see Betz 

1979:114; Witherington 2003:169-170). Ancient rhetoricians inserted the propositio 

between the narratio and probatio, and in Galatians this, according to Betz (1979:114)21, 

would sum up the narratio’s content, and set up the arguments to be discussed in the 

probatio. Although there has been some discussion on whether 2:15-21 is part of Paul’s 

account of the episode at Antioch22 (Betz 1979:113), and whether it really suits the 

ancient category of proposition (Tolmie 2004:93-94). The following can be said with 

general agreement concerning Gal 2:15-21. We find some common ground (Scott 

2007:425-426) when looking at this passage as the transition between the narration of 

what happened in Antioch, or even the entire narrative up to this point, and the argument 

that would follow from 3:1 onwards23 (see also Witherington 2003:171; Longenecker 

1990:80; Fung 1988:i24; Betz (1979:113-114). In the passage Paul introduces the themes, 

as well as some of the most important terminology, which will be discussed in the 

following chapters, and thus Gal 2:15-21 is central to the study of Galatians 

(Witherington 2003:170; Longenecker 1980:82; Betz 1979:115). 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
there is no reason why a noun should precisely recapitulate a verb. This short overview serves as reason for 
not addressing Gal 2:16, but rather looking at the immediate argument of which it is part. 
20 Although we find Gal 2:16 starting with Cristoj VIhsou/j, the rest of this passage uses only Cristoj. This 
is the reason for only using “Christ” from this point onwards in the discussion 
21 Although written in 1979, Betz’s commentary is considered a landmark, and has a very big influence also 
on this topic (see Scott 2007:427; Witherington 2003:27; Fung 1988:28-29) 
22 Of particular interest is Chrysostom, who treated 2:15-21 as part of Paul’s response to Peter at Antioch 
(Tolmie 2004:22-23). 
23 Although looking at 2:11-21 as a unit, and seeing this as part of the Antioch narrative, Tolmie (2004:96) 
writes concerning 2:15b-21: “towards the end of the section the audience find themselves in a different 
situation: they have been drawn into what Paul is telling. Peter as addressee and Antioch as situation have 
faded; instead they have become the addressees and the focus has shifted to issues in Galatia.” 
I note this, to show that even those opposed to Betz’s theory, considering Gal 2:15-21 as part of Paul’s 
response to Peter, and as part of 2:11-21, notice the transitional character of 2:15-21 
24 Fung acknowledges the structural unity with 2:14, but nevertheless treat 2:15-21 as the first part of the 
doctrinal argument because of the content 



The study of Betz (1979) was a rigid application of the rules of rhetorical method to 

Galatians, and has met some objections (Tolmie 2004:24)25. But we need at least note 

that Paul did not write his letters to be read by individuals, at leisure, in their own time, 

but rather to be read to Christian assemblies out loud. Although, when reading Paul, we 

shouldn’t expect the rhetoric of the trained orator, we are justified in looking for widely 

known rhetorical patterns (Forbes 2003:151). Paul was writing letters, addressing specific 

concerns, we would assume in the best way he could possibly find, and this seems to 

have included rhetorical methods. 

 

Scott (2007) looks at the use of the diatribe, not in general rhetoric, but in Paul’s own 

work, and point out that Gal 2:16-21 is similar to Paul’s use of the diatribe in other 

places26. Contrary to what was generally accepted, Scott considers 2:16 not as common 

ground27 but as a possible controversial statement. This becomes apparent in the 

following diatribal structure used by Paul: 

A. A statement of the argument 

B. A hypothetical objection in the form of a question 

C. A rejection of that objection using mh. ge,noito 

D. An argument in defense of the initial point in A (Scott 2007:429) 

 

The implications for the argument would be that Paul states his argument in 2:16, 

expecting the kind of objection voiced in 2:17b28. He then defends his initial statement in 

2:18-21. What exactly his initial statement is, is made difficult by the controversy 

                                                 
25 Tolmie quotes Anderson, who summarizes the problem of rigidly applying rhetorical rules when 
interpreting a text: “ancient rhetorical treatises were written to help an orator to prepare speeches, not to 
analyze speeches: when one of Paul's letters is analyzed in terms of a particular rhetorical theory we 
cannot be certain whether he in fact followed that specific theory and, if so, whether he did so 
systematically or not” 
26 Scott (2007:429) lists the following as examples: Rom 3:5-6, 21-31; 6:1-2, 14-15; 7:1-6, 13; 9:6-15;11:1, 
11 and Gal 3:19-20  
27 For a list of commentaries working with this interpretation see Scott (2007:425). We can add to his list 
Witherington (2003:169-172). 
28 The diatribal structure in Galatians 2:15-21 is made more complex by the conditional clause in 2:17a, and 
one might argue that the objection in 17b is directed only against the conditional clause. However, it is not 
uncommon for Paul to begin a diatribal structure with a conditional clause, see also Rom 3:5 (Scott 
2007:430). 



regarding this verse discussed thus far. At this point, it must suffice29 to say that what 

Paul is saying is that man is not justified evx e;rgwn no,mou but30 dia. pi,stewj Cristou/ 

VIhsou/.  

 

What would the role of Christ then be within this argument? I will turn my focus to the 

argument of 2:15-21, without discussing the disputed texts. Attempting to show that what 

we learn about the role of Christ in this way can help in finding a possible understanding 

of what the role of Christ will be in the disputed texts, and thus, whether we should 

assume an objective or subjective genitive. I will not the address the ethical implications, 

or the role of the believer, in this text, but only attempt to present a view of the role of 

Christ. 

 

Cristoj in Galatians 2:15-21 

evn Cristw/| in 2:17a (we seek to be justified evn Cristw/|) is interpreted in differing ways, 

influenced by the interpretation of 2:16, as either “in Christ” (Betz 1979:119-120)31 or 

“by Christ” (Longenecker 1990:89)32. It is to the hypothetical objection we turn to 

understand the role of Christ. Scott wasn’t the first to notice that in 2:17b Paul is pointing 

to a possible critique from opponents (Bets 1979:120), what makes his approach unique 

is noticing that this critique stems from expected controversy over the statement in 2:16, 

                                                 
29 I will not attempt to address the many questions concerning the terminology dikaiou/tai a;nqrwpoj, evx 
e;rgwn no,mou or dia. pi,stewj Cristou/ VIhsou used here. Longenecker (1990:84-88) says that the crucial 
features of 2:16 has to do with four matters: 

1. The use of the dikai- cluster of words 
2. Paul’s understanding of no,mo 
3. what Paul means by e;rgwn no,mou 
4. what Paul means by pi,stewj Cristou/ VIhsou 

He then gives an overview of opinions on these four questions. Although we cannot separate them, and our 
understanding of one will influence the other, I will limit myself to the last of this four 
30 For those reading eva.n mh. adversatively rather than exceptively, see Hunn (2007) as well as the note in 
Scott (2007:427) (also Fung 1988:116 and Longenecker 1990:83-84). The implication is that dia. pi,stewj 
Cristou/ VIhsou is presented as a complete alternative to evx e;rgwn no,mou, not just that “man is not justified 
evx e;rgwn no,mou except dia. pi,stewj Cristou/ VIhsou” which would imply that justification evx e;rgwn no,mou 
can work if it is also dia. pi,stewj Cristou/ VIhsou. Witherington (2003:178) understands this as an 
exceptive, but then proceeds to argue that the antithesis between these two concepts still needs to be 
retained, arguing that the exceptive and the adversative is essentially the same. 
31 According to Betz (1979:119) this “is another abbreviation, which says that this “seeking to be justified” 
is done by participating in the “body of Christ”” 
32 Longenecker, advocating a subjective genitive interpretation, see this as parallel to dia. pi,stewj Cristou/ 
VIhsou/, and should therefore be understood as “by Christ” 



and that 2:15-16 is not to be understood as “common ground” (Longenecker 1990:82; 

Betz 1979:115). Thus, if we can understand something of the role of Christ in this 

possible critique which opponents might have brought in against 2:16, it might help us in 

understand something of what Paul is saying in 2:16. 

 

In the way this is usually understood Christ is given a passive role, in the sense that since 

justification is through Christ and therefore the Torah is no longer necessary, and 

Christians still sin, this then would imply that Christ is responsible for the ethical failures 

(see Longenecker 1990:89-90). Whether we understand it in this way, or that Paul is 

implying that his opponents will claim that Christ has a more active role in being the 

servant of sin, what needs to be noticed, is that in the objection which Paul anticipates, 

Christ becomes the subject. 

 

Turning to the argument that refutes the objection, and defends the initial statement, we 

see this happening again in 2:20. Christ is crucified, and the emphasis is on my 

participation in his death (Bruce 1982:144). Christ lives “in me”. Usually Paul speaks of 

being in Christ, not the reverse, but in this case, the emphasis is on Christ acting, living in 

me (Witherington 2003:190). Without even touching on the debated genitive in 2:20, we 

see here the explicitly active role of the Son of God that gets emphasized especially in the 

last part of 2:20: The Son of God “gave himself” (Bruce 1982:145). This culminates in 

2:21 with Christ’s death. Without even attempting to enter the debate on the relation 

between the death of Christ and justification (Brondos 2007:25-30; Donfried 2007:35-36; 

Witherington 2003:194-196), I will end by again saying that the acting role of Christ 

receives emphasis, whatever the theological implications might be. 

 

By implication, if the active role of Christ is emphasized in the argument of Gal 2:15-21, 

both in the hypothetical objection to the statement, as well as the defense of the initial 

statement, then we need to strongly consider that this is also the case in the statement 

itself. Interpreting the debated genitives as objective genitives would imply that the 

believers’ faith in Christ, Christ being the object of faith, is repeated three times in the 

statement, but that the active role of Christ then get stressed from that point onwards. 



Rather, I want to argue, although belief in Christ is still present in 2:16 (the verbal form 

of pisteu,w between the two debated genitives is not disputed as referring to “faith in 

Christ” or some similar translation), in the disputed genitives of 2:16 we should interpret 

Christ as subject, as playing an active role in justification.  

 

This does not necessarily imply any alternative understanding of Pauline theology. 

Hultgren (2007:168) and Matlock (2000:22) both argued that interpreting these specific 

phrases as objective genitives does not imply that when Paul writes about “justification 

through faith in Christ” we should think that he separates Christ from justification. I 

would rather suffice with the modest observation that within this specific argument found 

in Gal 2:15-21, I believe the emphasis is on Christ as subject, Christ playing the active 

role in justification in Paul’s argument. 

 

Conclusion 

I wouldn’t even dream of bringing an end to the pi,stij Cristou/ debate, and definitely not 

in a few pages. This attempt was much more modest. In attempting to isolate this critical 

text, and approach it from the argument directly following it, I hoped to show that in 

Paul’s argument Christ is playing an active role, and thus understanding Cristou/ as a 

subjective genitive would fit with Paul’s view on the role of Christ in this argument. 

 

Is this just adding to the ad infinitum amount of literature that has been produced on the 

topic? Probably, but being the good protestants we are, when presented with a choice 

between “faith in Christ” and anything else in Paul, we tend to choose for the former. 

Any change in reading these texts then seem to require some long conversations. I hope 

to have taken part in this conversation without repeating the arguments which have been 

heard over and over again in the last few decades. I hope that at least I could answer the 

question posed in the first paragraph saying: This can still be said. 
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