
Box 15.5 

What to Do with 
Gentiles?

Widespread conversion of Gentiles 

forced the early Christian church to 

face	several	important	questions.	

Robert Gundry lists these:

•	 Should	 Gentile	 Christians	

be	required	to	submit	to	cir-

cumcision and practice the 

Jewish way of life, as Gentile 

proselytes to Judaism were 

required	to	do?

•	 To	those	Gentile	Christians	un-

willing to become wholly Jew-

ish, should the church grant 

a second-class citizenship, 

as for Gentile “God-fearers” in 

Judaism?

•	 What	makes	a	person	Chris-

tian: faith in Christ solely, or 

faith in Christ plus adherence 

to the principles and practices 

of Judaism?

See Robert H. Gundry, In-
troduction to the New Testa-

ment, 4th ed. (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan,	2003),	352.
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means that “Christ died for nothing” (2:21). Why? It makes 
justification depend on what human beings do rather than on 
what God has done through the cross, which is all-sufficient 
for making people as right with God as they ever can be or 
need to be. Accordingly, Gentiles who think that their status 
with God can be improved by getting circumcised and keep-
ing the Jewish law are not just fooling themselves; they are, 
ironically, jeopardizing the very status with God that they 
hoped to improve. They have “fallen away from grace” (5:4). 
A right relationship with God depends not on doing works 
of the law but rather on trusting in the absolute sufficiency 
of God’s grace. On this, see also the discussion above in the 
chapter on Romans (chap. 12, pp. 263–64).

    Point tWo: God’s favor is universal in scoPe 

Paul believes that God’s action in Jesus Christ has effec-
tively removed distinctions between Jews and Gentiles, since 
all are now children of God through faith (3:26). His oppo-
nents probably argued that Christianity was grounded in the 
Jewish tradition, which included the practice of circumcision 
and fidelity to Torah. Those who expect to receive the bene-
fits of a Jewish messiah ought to become part of the Jewish 
community. But Paul says no to such thinking; the message 
of the gospel is that such distinctions have been removed for 
all who are in Christ (3:28). Paul’s opponents’ claim that 
the good news is that Gentiles can become part of the fa-
vored group, whereas Paul claims that the good news is that 
there is no favored group. A primary function of the Torah 
had always been to mark Jews off as a separate and special 
people, so if Gentile Christians were to become circumcised 

and begin keeping the Jewish law, they would be perpetuating this notion of 
exclusion, failing to recognize the universal scope of God’s favor that brought 
the gospel to them in the first place.

Point three: the fullness of time has come 

Paul believes that a radical shift in history has coincided with the coming of 
Christ such that a new phase in the great plan of God is now in effect. His op-
ponents no doubt made much of the fact that God gave circumcision as a “sign 
of the covenant” to Abraham (Gen. 17:11) and later articulated terms of that cov-
enant in the law given to Moses (Deut. 5:1–21). Therefore, if Gentiles want to be 
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