
Letter to the Galatians 
Study 3: The Right Hand of Fellowship

Galatians 2:1-10

In response to his opposition, the apostle Paul has defended his authority as an 
apostle and has defended the authenticity of his gospel. Now, he looks to 
provide one last defense explaining how his gospel is no different than the 
gospel preached by the other disciples. While he’s already described an earlier 
trip to Jerusalem explaining how his message was independent of the apostles 
influence, now he describes another visit to Jerusalem explaining how it proved 
that his message is identical to the message preached by the other apostles. 

A first century meeting among the apostles in Jerusalem is likely to seem distant 
to us as twenty-first century Christians in America. However, the implications 
of this meeting had consequences that have affected us all still today. This 
meeting presented a momentous situation in which the purity and truth of the 
gospel was at stake. Would the Jerusalem apostles confirm the gospel truth of 
justification before God by His grace alone through faith in Christ or would 
they compromise the truth of the gospel by giving into the pressures to force 
circumcision upon the Gentiles?  

Disagreement among Paul and the Jerusalem apostles on this issue of 
circumcision would have inevitably caused the first denominational split within 
the Christian church. And such a split during the infancy stage of the Christian 
church would have been devastating to the purity and power of the gospel.  
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On account of a revelation from God, the apostle Paul goes up to Jerusalem to 
meet with Peter, James and John who were considered the ‘pillars' of the 
Christian church (v. 2:1-2). Paul travels with Barnabas, his partner in ministry, 
and brings his disciple Titus with him as well. Titus was an uncircumcised 
Greek who had been ministering with Paul up to this point in his ministry to 
the Gentiles. 

Even though Paul has no doubts concerning the truth of his gospel, he does 
want to ‘make sure’ that his work among the Gentiles doesn’t result in a 
denominational split within the church - a Gentile half and a Jewish half. 
Therefore by bringing Titus with him, Paul forces the Jerusalem apostles to 
work out a situation that they had yet to confront practically in their ministry. 
They had yet to preach in predominantly Gentile regions and so the 
implications of the gospel for Gentile converts was a situation that they had 
likely not completely considered up to this point. So here, the Jerusalem 
apostles are confronted with an opportunity to confirm or compromise the truth 
of the gospel depending on their decision concerning fellowship with Titus. 
Paul writes:

I went up because of a revelation and set before them (though privately before those who 
seemed influential) the gospel that I proclaim among the Gentiles, in order to make sure 
I was not running or had not run in vain. But even Titus, who was with me, was not 

forced to be circumcised, though he was a Greek. (Galatians 2:2-3)  

❖ Question #1: What was the apostle Paul attempting to accomplish by 
bringing Titus? In what way would forcing Titus to be circumcised be 
compromising the truth of the gospel?
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The decision to not force circumcision upon Titus confirmed the truth that 
Jewish and Gentile believers are justified by God on the same terms - faith alone 
in Christ alone. Therefore, since both (Jew and Gentile) are accepted by God in 
this manner, they must also be accepted by the church in this manner without 
any discrimination between them.   

“It was a matter of fundamental importance regarding the truth of the gospel, namely, 
of Christian freedom versus bondage. The Christian has been set free from the law in the 
sense that his acceptance before God depends entirely upon God’s grace in the death of 

Jesus Christ received by faith. To introduce the works of the law and make our 
acceptance depend on our obedience to rules and regulations was to bring a free man 

into bondage again. Of this principle, Titus was a test case.”1

So the Jerusalem apostles accepted Titus into the fellowship of the church 
without requiring him to be circumcised. However, some who had “slipped in” 
among the Jerusalem church still disagreed with this decision. The presence of 
these ‘false brothers’ reveals the striking reality that there is always ‘false 
brothers’ and even ‘false teachers’ within the church that stir up controversy 
and confusion among the congregation. Paul points out the danger of yielding 
to such ‘false brothers’ which in this case would have distorted the truth of the 
gospel and compromised the integrity of Paul as a preacher of that gospel.  

❖ Question #2: Have you ever believed or been led to believe that your 
performance (or what you do) is what leads to your justification by God? 
What might be some reasons why the apostle Paul says that this kind of 
belief ‘brings us into slavery’ (v. 4)? 

 John Stott, The Message of Galatians, (InterVarsity Press: 1968), 43.1
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Those, I say, who seemed influential added nothing to me. On the contrary, when they 
saw that I had been entrusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised, just as Peter had 

been entrusted with the gospel to the circumcised, and when James and Peter and John, 
who seemed to be pillars, perceived the grace that was given to me, they gave the right 

hand of fellowship to Barnabas and me, that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the 
circumcised. (Galatians 2:6-9)

Through the confirmation of the gospel and the fellowship embraced between 
Paul and the Jerusalem apostles, we are given a great example of how the 
gospel of Christ offers us a freedom and a fellowship that transcends cultural 
demands and distinctions.

The gospel of Christ is a cross-cultural message. Despite it being criticized as 
being too narrow and exclusive, the truth of the gospel is incredibly inclusive. 
There are no cultural or ethnic presuppositions that are attached to the gospel of 
Christ. Christianity is about who Christ is and what He has done rather than 
who we are and what we have done. All people of all races of all nations are 
welcome to receive the grace of God when they simply trust the person and 
work of Christ. The inclusion of Titus was a huge statement concerning the 
implications of the gospel.  

You from afar; 
Come as you are.
Faith is your call; 

For Christ has done all. 
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Within this narrative, the apostle Paul mentions the ‘freedom that we now have in 
Christ’ (v. 4). We might wonder, “What exactly is this freedom and what exactly are 
we free from?” Well, apart from being set free from the curse of the Law, our 
bondage to sin and the sting of death, two observations can be made about our 
freedom in Christ from this private meeting among the apostles in Jerusalem. 
This meeting reveals how the gospel of Christ sets us free from cultural 
discrimination as well as moral justification.

The Gospel Frees Us From Cultural Discrimination

The apostles confirmed their agreement that justification before God is by grace 
alone through faith alone in Christ alone. Whenever we distort this truth and 
begin to believe that our justification is granted by adhering to certain rules and 
regulations, then we will naturally begin to interpret those rules and regulations 
based on our own cultural biases.

For example, a traditional church set in the deep south of America may consider 
formal dress to be the appropriate attire for the organized worship of a holy 
God. However, a more modern church set near the beaches of Southern 
California may consider casual dress as an appropriate attire for the organized 
worship of a holy God. If we were to place the more traditional church member 
from South Georgia among the modern congregation in Southern California, he 
might accuse that congregation of liberalism and irreverence for the holiness of 
God. However, if we were to place the modern church member from Southern 
California among the congregation in South Georgia, he might accuse that 
congregation of legalism and intolerance towards the people of God. Both may 
be equal in their reverence and devotion to God, but their cultural bias disrupts 
the unity and fellowship that they are intended to share as believers in Christ.
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The gospel of justification by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone 
frees us from viewing God’s people through cultural discriminatory lenses. 

If we evaluate Christian virtue based on any standard of cultural correctness, 
we become slaves to cultural expectations. This also creates an environment for 
the temptations of intolerance, racism and discrimination towards others. 

“An American Christian has far more in common with a gospel-believer who lives a 
nomadic existence on the Mongolian plains than they do with a non-believer who lives 
on their street, drives a similar car, and whose children go to the same school as theirs. 
Christian unity takes no account of cultural distinctives and is never contingent on 

cultural similarity.”2

❖ Question #3: In what ways can cultural demands harm the fellowship of the 
church and compromise the truth of the gospel? 

The Gospel Frees Us From Moral Justification

Again, the apostles confirmed their agreement that justification is by grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone. Whenever we distort this truth and begin to 
believe that our justification is granted by adhering to certain rules and 
regulations, then we will naturally find ourselves on “an endless treadmill of guilt 
and insecurity.”  We will find ourselves sprinting and stumbling and sprinting 3

and stumbling towards an unreachable finish line in which we’re no closer 
today than we were twenty years ago. We will feel the persistent weight of our 
goodness never really being good enough. 

  Timothy Keller, Galatians For You, (The Good Book Company: 2013), 44.2

  Ibid. 42 3
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If we evaluate Christian virtue on the basis of moral performance, we become 
slaves to the vain pursuit of trying to earn something that could only be earned 
by the Son of God Himself. We undertake upon ourselves an impossible task. 
This can create an environment for the temptations of self-righteousness or self-
pity depending on our performance and the performance of those around us.

The gospel of justification by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone 
frees us from viewing ourselves or others through the lenses of religious and 
moral performance. Instead, we have been set free to view ourselves and others 
simply through our common need to trust in the perfect work of Christ. 

“Though not free from the moral law as a way to live, Christians are free from the law as 
a system of salvation. We obey not in the fear and insecurity of hoping to earn our 

salvation, but in the freedom and security of knowing we are already saved in Christ. 
We obey in the freedom of gratitude… And unless your motive for obeying God’s law is 

the grace-gratitude motive of the gospel, you are in slavery.”4

❖ Question #4: Do you ever experience feelings of guilt and insecurity in your 
relationship with God? What hope does the gospel offer in freeing you from 
these feelings of guilt and insecurity?

The gospel of Christ offers us a freedom and a fellowship that transcends 
cultural demands and distinctions. Just as Titus was not forced to be 
circumcised in order to join in the fellowship of the Christian church, so today 
we must not force any additions to the gospel on others as a requirement for 
fellowship within the church. 

 Keller, 42-43.4

LETTER TO THE GALATIANS - STUDY 3: THE RIGHT HAND OF FELLOWSHIP                                  "7



And just as Peter and Paul were called to preach the same gospel yet in different 
ways to different people (v. 2:9), so today we are called to preserve the truth of 
the gospel in our efforts to adapt its message to different people. The gospel is 
unifying yet uncompromisable at the same time. It is the pathway into the 
fellowship of the Christian church, but the gospel is also the boundary by which 
fellowship within the church is maintained. We are to maintain the unity of 
fellowship within the church and work out our many differences but never at 
the expense of compromising the truth of the gospel confirmed by the apostles.
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Summary Statements:

❖ The gospel of Christ offers us a freedom and a fellowship that transcends cultural 
demands and distinctions.

❖ The gospel of justification by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone frees 
us from viewing God’s people through cultural discriminatory lenses.

❖ The gospel of justification by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone frees 
us from viewing ourselves or others through the lenses of religious and moral 
performance.

❖ The gospel sets us free to view ourselves and others simply through our common 
need to trust in the perfect work of Christ.


