
ECF 30th March 2014 Galatians 2:11-14  Live Consistently with the True Gospel 
When standing in a lift, an elevator, most of us face the doors, waiting for us to arrive at our floor.  But what would you do if 
you walked into a lift, but everyone was facing the wrong way?  Would you turn to conform to everyone else? 
 
Have a look at this.  Each time the first person into the lift is a student just trying to get to another floor.  The others after 
him, are part of this experiment:  Video: USF Elevator Experiment 
 
We’d never do that, would we?  We like to see ourselves as independent minded, that we won’t be pushed around by 
others.  But in reality all of us are influenced by others.   
 
That isn’t a problem when it comes to trivial issues like how we stand in a lift.  But it can be crucial when it comes to issues 
about the gospel and how we stand before God. 
 
A couple of weeks ago we read how Paul was united with the Jerusalem apostles.  They preached the same gospel, had 
experienced the same grace and were serving the same God.  But later, in Antioch, Paul and Peter clashed when, because of 
the influence of others, Peter failed to live consistently with the true gospel!  Read Galatians 2:11-13:  “When Peter came to 
Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was clearly in the wrong. 12 Before certain men came from James, he used to 
eat with the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was 
afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group. 13 The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by their 
hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray. 
 
1. Anyone Can Get it Wrong 
The gospel had changed Peter’s attitude towards those who weren’t Jews.  Initially Peter had believed that he should be 
separate from Gentiles.  “It is against our law for a Jew to associate with a Gentile or visit him.” Acts 10:28  But this had 
changed through a revelation from God.   
 
He was on a rooftop one afternoon when he saw a vision of a sheet let down by its four corners containing a variety of 
different animals that previously he would have called unclean.  But Peter heard a voice telling him to “Get up, Peter. Kill 
and eat.” Acts 10:13  Like any good Jew, Peter objected, but the voice spoke to him, “Do not call anything impure that God 
has made clean.”  Acts 10:15  This happened three times.   
 
It was then that men arrived from a Roman centurion called Cornelius.  Peter concluded that God was telling him to go with 
these men to share the gospel with Cornelius and his friends.  When he did, they trusted in Jesus, received the Holy Spirit 
and were baptised.   
 
Through all this Peter’s understanding was revolutionised.  He said, “I now realise how true it is that God does not show 
favouritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.” Acts 10:34–35  He realised that 
everyone who puts their faith in Jesus, whatever their background, culture, race or experience is accepted by God into his 
family.   
 
So this is why, when Peter first arrived at the mostly Gentile church in Antioch, “he used to eat with the Gentiles.” Galatians 
2:12.  He recognised these Gentiles as his brothers and sisters in Christ, and so he was willing to worship and fellowship with 
them.  He believed that we should “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you.” Romans 15:7  
 
a) What Peter Did Wrong 
But then things changed.  Peter got it wrong.  “He began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles.” Galatians 
2:12.  As usual with error this happened gradually.  Peter started to keep his distance from the Gentiles.  Little by little he 
was going back to the old way of making a distinction between Jew and Gentiles. 
 

i) We Can All Fall into Temptation 
As usual the Bible doesn’t try and cover up the failure of the leaders of God’s people.  But this is not so that we can stand in 
judgement on Peter.  It’s not so that we point the finger and condemn him, like our culture loves to do with fallen heroes.  It 
is so that we can learn from it.  Paul writes: “These things happened to them as examples and were written down as 
warnings for us.” 1 Corinthians 10:11  
 
This is written to warn us!  If Peter can get it so wrong, if he can stumble in living inconsistently with the gospel he believed 
and preached – then anyone of us can.  “If you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!" 1 Corinthians 
10:12   
 



This isn’t to make us fearful and scared of making a mess of things.  It’s to make us continually dependent on the Lord so we 
don’t make a mess of things! “God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are 
tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” 1 Corinthians 10:13  We need to realise that we 
are all susceptible to temptation.  We can all make a mess of things.  We can all preach one thing and live another.  And so 
we need to keep on coming to our Lord and depending on his strength and his help and his presence to help us to 
overcome.   
 
b) Why Peter Did Wrong 
But why did Peter get it so wrong?  Why did he stumble over this issue?  Why did he roll back on this lesson that God had 
taught him?  Well the answer is also pretty shocking.  The answer was fear!   
 
He did this “because he was afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group.” Galatians 2:12  Peter did this because 
he was afraid of Jewish believers who had come from the church in Jerusalem, claiming to represent James, and teaching 
the importance of circumcision to be accepted by God! 
 
That’s shocking isn’t it.  Peter changed his behaviour, not because of a new revelation from God, not because of a change of 
his theology, not even because he thought that he had it wrong.  He simply bowed under the pressure of others.  He 
conformed to their prejudices.  He fitted in with their behaviour rather than sticking to what he knew was right.   
 
Peter was a mature believer in Christ, one of the leader of the church in Jerusalem, and an apostle who fearlessly declared 
the gospel of Christ and.  He was the disciple who stood up at Pentecost in Jerusalem just a few weeks after they screamed 
for Jesus to be crucified and declared: “God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” Acts 2:36   
 
And when he was dragged in front of the Sanhedrin, with the other apostles, under the threat of violence, he boldly 
declared: “We must obey God rather than men!”  Acts 5:29   
 
And yet, this committed disciple and courageous preacher compromised his behaviour to fit in with a pressure group.  He 
conformed rather than stick to the truth of the gospel. 
 

i) We Can All Be Influenced By Others 
I think that again, this should be a warning to each of us.  We all can be influenced by others.  Paul warns us: “Do not be 
misled: “Bad company corrupts good character.”" 1 Corinthians 15:33   Peer pressure is not just a temptation for teenagers 
or young believers.  All of us are susceptible to the influence of others. 
 
Of course God wants us to reach out in friendship and love to those around us to impact them with the gospel.  But as we 
do this we need to be so careful who we allow into our lives.  Proverbs 12:26 states that “A righteous man is cautious in 
friendship, but the way of the wicked leads them astray.”  We need to be careful about the friends we make, because they’ll 
influence us, more than we’d like to admit.   
 
God knows this about us all too well and so down through the centuries God has warned his people about letting people 
into our lives who would lead us from him.  We can see this in Abraham’s commission to find a wife for Isaac from his own 
relatives, in God’s warnings to Israel not to make treaties with the Canaanites when they occupied the land, in the prophet’s 
warnings about intermarrying with the pagan nations, and in Paul’s warning to the church in Corinth: “Do not be yoked 
together with unbelievers.” 2 Corinthians 6:14  
 
What we need to ensure, is that our connection to God and desire to please him is the strongest influence in our lives.  
Proverbs 29:25 warns us that the “Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord is kept safe.”   It is 
only when we abandon ourselves to the Lord, if we commit our lives to him and follow his ways whatever any one else says 
or does – then we will always be on solid ground!   
 
c) What Peter Caused  
But Peter’s error here is not just a warning about how we can be influenced by others, it is also a warning about the impact 
we have on others.  Paul reports that when Peter separated from the Gentiles in Antioch: “The other Jews joined him in his 
hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray.” Galatians 2:13 
 
Peter was a leader, that meant that other people followed him, even when he did not necessarily look for this.  This even 
was true of Barnabas.  You can hear Paul’s shock.  Even Barnabas!  Here was an amazing man of God, full of the Holy Spirit 
and faith.  And yet even this mature, Spirit-filled, faithful and effective Christian was influenced by Peter’s actions to live 
inconsistently with the gospel he preached.    



 
i) We Can All Impact Others  

We need to be aware that our lives impact others, whether we want them to or not.  The power of example is so strong.  
How we live, how we react to situations, our attitudes to others, our behaviour, our lifestyle and choices  speak so loudly 
into the lives of those around us. 
 
And so Paul said: “Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in 
speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity.” 1 Timothy 4:12  We need to make sure that our lives are consistent with what 
we believe, or else how we live will drown out the message that we are trying to preach!   
 
2. We Need to Confront Error 
But Peter was having a negative impact.  He was acting in a way that was inconsistent with the gospel, and he was leading 
others to do the same.  It was a situation that Paul could not leave unchallenged.   
a) What Paul Did 
That’s why Paul: “I opposed him to his face.”  Galatians 2:11  Paul confronted Peter and challenged his behaviour.   
 
As we’ve already seen, Peter was a leader in the church in Jerusalem.  Paul has already described him as one of those who 
were apostles before he was.  He respected him and his role in God’s kingdom and knew that God was working through 
him.  But none of this meant that Peter was above criticism.   
 
And he did this publicly.  Read Galatians 2:14: “When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I 
said to Peter in front of them all, “You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew. How is it, then, that you force 
Gentiles to follow Jewish customs?”  In front of everyone, Paul challenged Peter and confronted the hypocrisy of his actions.   
 

i) Sin needs to be Confronted 
It is a strong reminder of the importance of confronting sin in the community of God’s peoples.  Of course all of us have sin 
in our lives, but there are times when we will need to step in and confront an issue that is wrong.  Later Paul will write this 
as a principle for us to follow: “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.” 
Galatians 6:1  
 
b) Why Paul Did this 
But Paul’s confrontation of Peter doesn’t look particularly gentle here – and certainly it wasn’t private.  So why did Paul 
confront Peter so strongly? 
 

i) We need to Protect the Body 
In general private issues should be confronted privately.  Jesus principle of addressing issues is found in Matthew 18:15: “If 
your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won 
your brother over.”  Only if a resolution is not found, does this need to go to the next stage of bringing along a couple of 
witnesses, and then involving the church! 
 
But when issues have a public impact – they need to be confronted publicly.  This is what Paul writes about confronting 
elders who sin:  “Those who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning.” 1 Timothy 5:20   Their 
leadership role means that their lives impact many others in a church.  That means, in order to protect others, their serious 
failings need to be addressed publicly.   
 
Of course, the common feature is that these issues are always dealt with face to face.  We are never called to try and work 
in a hidden, behind the scenes, roundabout or deceitful way.  Jesus calls us to face up to issues and deal with then face to 
face! 
 
So as we’ve seen, Peter’s actions here were not a private matter.  He was influencing others.  So Paul had to address this 
publicly to show others that it was unacceptable to protect them from Peter’s negative influence. 
 

ii) We need to Protect the Truth of the Gospel 
But Paul was also protecting the gospel.  Paul called what Peter was doing hypocrisy. His life was inconsistent with his 
beliefs.  “They were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel.” Galatians 2:14  Peter knew the gospel.  He had trusted in 
Christ.  He had received God’s grace and rejoiced in his salvation through faith.  And he was preaching this same gospel as 
Paul preached “that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ.” Galatians 2:16. 
 
But Peter’s words and his actions at this point did not match up.  By separating himself from the Gentiles he was 



contradicting the truth of the gospel.  His actions were preaching that Gentiles were not right with God until they came 
under the demands of the Mosaic law.  His words and his actions were saying different things, but we all know that actions 
speak louder than words!   
 
So this is why Paul was willing to embarrass his brother in Christ.  This is why he was willing to risk offending his partner in 
the gospel.  This is why he was willing to face the condemnation of those who’d claim he was disrespectful to an apostle.  It 
was for the same reason he devoted his life to sharing and defending the gospel at great cost to himself.   
 
Paul believed that the true gospel of God’s grace is the only way to be made right with God, the only means of forgiveness, 
the only way to heaven.  He was convinced that the gospel is our only hope – and so he was willing to risk everything to 
protect it, to defend it, and to share it with as many people as possible!   
 
Do we believe this?  Do we believe that the gospel is people’s only hope?  Are we committed to standing for, protecting and 
defending the truth of the gospel?  
 
c) What Paul Caused 
Paul doesn’t tell us how Peter responded to him at this time, but we can know the long-term impact of Paul’s courage.   
 

i) Relationships were Restored 
Paul risked losing his friendship with Peter, but amazingly their relationship survived.  Later on Peter referred to Paul in his 
second letter and called him: “our dear brother Paul.” 2 Peter 3:15  Confrontation doesn’t always lead to division.  With 
God’s grace, restoration is possible. 
 

ii) Truth was Preserved  
But even more importantly, the truth of the gospel was preserved.  We know that Peter accepted this rebuke and 
reprimand because when the council in Jerusalem was called to debate the issue of the Gentile believers, Peter was among 
those who spoke up so clearly to defend the truth of the gospel that we are all accepted by God by grace through faith in 
Christ!  “We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” Acts 15:11 
 
Conclusion 
Yes, it is difficult to stand against the influence of others and the culture in which we live.  But I pray that each of us, no 
matter what anyone says, will commit ourselves this morning to standing in and living out the true gospel of God’s grace 
through faith in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
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