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Growing Through Grace
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

iv. Standing for the Truth (Gal 2: 11 - 21)
14 August 2011
John Stott describes this as ‘one of the most tense and dramatic episodes in the New Testament’. Paul and Peter face one another in complete and open conflict. Both were apostles, called, commissioned and given authority by Jesus Christ. Paul opposes and rebukes Peter not because of Peter’s teaching but because of his conduct.
Read Galatians 2: 11 – 13
1. Have you seen conflict erupt between church leaders? What was it all about, and how / if was it resolved?
2. Describe the situation that concerns Paul in this passage,
3. Why would Paul have been especially angered at Peter’s behavior in Antioch, given his previous meeting with Peter, James and John in Jerusalem (Gal 2: 6,9).
4. How were Peter and Barnabas’ actions a denial of the gospel? While we may confess with our mouth the truth of the gospel, are our actions saying something else?
Summary:
Acts 10 & 11 record Peter’s direct, special revelation from God that Gentiles who believed must be welcomed into the church. Why then did he withdraw from fellowship with Gentile believers in Antioch? 
Paul charged Peter and the others with acting insecurely and not from personal conviction. They were succumbing to fear of a small pressure group rather than acting on clear theological principle.

5. What did Peter have to fear from the circumcision group?
6. Why do small pressure groups in the church arouse such fear in the majority and even in the leadership?
Summary:
The same Peter who had denied his Lord for fear of a maidservant (Mark 14: 66, 72) now denied him again for fear of the circumcision group. He still believed the gospel but failed to practice it. If Paul had not withstood Peter that day, either the whole church would have drifted into a sub-set of the Jewish faith and stagnated, or there would have been a permanent split between Gentiles and Jewish believers. Paul’s outstanding courage preserved both the truth of the gospel and the unity of the church.
Read Galatians 2: 14 – 16 
7. What made this issue worth the danger of a public confrontation?

8. In some Christian fellowships, believers hesitate to confront each other, and in others they confront each other too quickly. What are the spiritual dangers of each approach?

9. How would, keeping in mind, what Paul called the ‘truth of the gospel’ (v14), have affected the situations you recalled in questions 5 and 6?

Summary:
Paul’s opposition to Peter was just the kind of open, head on confrontation which the church would seek at any price to avoid today. Peter and Barnabas were not ‘walking straight’ (literally v14) according to the truth of the gospel. Paul defends and upholds the gospel at all costs, even at the expense of publicly rebuking a fellow apostle. 
Paul’s critics argued like some still argue today ‘If God justifies bad people, what’s the point of being good’. Can’t we do as we like and live as we please? But a person united to Christ is never the same person again. It is not just the person’s standing before God which has changed, it is the person who has changed – radically, permanently changed. In one sense, we live this new life through faith in Christ. In another sense, it is Christ who lives in us.
Read Galatians 2: 17 – 21 

   10.  Why would the gospel of God’s grace bring down the accusation that ‘Christ

          promotes sin’?
   11. Christians who are sure of their salvation still continue to sin. How does Paul deal

         with this?
   12. Paul said that he no longer lives, but Christ lives in him (v20). How do you 
         reconcile his words with the fact that Paul was still very much alive?
   13. Why would Christ have ‘died for nothing’ if righteousness could be gained 
          through keeping the law (v21)?
Summary:
If God does not require works of the law before he accepts people, how can we impose a condition on them which he does not impose? If God has accepted them how can we reject them?
Food for Thought:

There are many vocal pressure groups in the contemporary church. We must not be intimidated by them and capitulate through fear. If they oppose the gospel, we must not hesitate to oppose them. When the issue before us is trivial, we must be as accommodating as possible. But when the truth of the gospel is at stake, we must stand our ground. Just think, if Paul in his day and Martin Luther in the 16th century had not done so, where would be church be today? 
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