
Letter to the Galatians 
Study 4: Not in Step with the Truth of the Gospel

Galatians 2:11-21

Over these first two chapters, the apostle Paul has been defending his authority 
as an apostle and the authenticity of his gospel. Now, in one last defense of his 
own authority, Paul retells an event in which he himself actually rebuked the 
apostle Peter over some hypocritical behavior that he had fallen into. Paul 
actually corrects one of the pillars of the early church, the great apostle Peter, 
because as he puts it, "his conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel.”

So what was Peter doing?

We're told that Peter (who was a Jewish Christian) had been enjoying fellowship 
and association with his Gentile brothers and fellow believers. However, 
because of some pressure from false teachers (Judaizers) in the region, Peter 
began to “draw back” and “separate himself” from the Gentiles. 

You see, these false teachers were going around teaching that belief in Jesus plus 
‘Jewishness’ is what makes Gentile believers truly right with God. And so 
according to them, Gentiles needed to become like Jews in order to receive true 
salvation in Christ. Now, Peter didn’t necessarily believe this or agree with this, 
but by "drawing back" and "separating himself" from the Gentiles, his behavior 
was subtly implying that Gentile believers did in fact have to live like Jews in 
order to receive true salvation.

LETTER TO THE GALATIANS - STUDY 4: NOT IN STEP WITH THE TRUTH OF THE GOSPEL          !1



This was clearly a sin against the Gentile believers and even worse, he was 
leading others astray along with him. His behavior and conduct was creating 
confusion for others and their understanding of the gospel. And he was giving 
off a conflicting view of what it means to actually be a Christian.

❖ Question #1: Can you think of anything in your regular behavior and conduct 
that perhaps contradicts the truth of the gospel? What are some reasons why 
this kind of behavior is worthy of rebuke and needs to be addressed?

So why was Peter acting so hypocritically? Well, Paul tells us plainly, Peter drew 
back and separated himself out of fear. Peter, more than likely, feared the 
criticism or whatever else he would have to endure from his Jewish peers if he 
continued to associate with the Gentiles. Therefore, Peter acted one way in front 
of the Gentiles but then acted another way in front of the Jewish crowd.  

Now, have you ever found that your behavior is not really lining up with what 
you claim to believe because, if you're honest, you fear what others might say 
about you? Has this fear led you to be one person in chapel with the "chapel 
people" but then another person in the clubhouse with the "non-chapel people"? 
Do you claim to believe the truths that you hear from God’s Word, but then 
your behavior among the outside world around you completely contradicts that 
belief?

Our beliefs always drive our behavior. And so when your behavior is not in 
step with what you claim to believe then that's a huge red flag that needs to be 
addressed. Not only might you be deceiving yourself, but more than likely 
you're leading others around you astray as well. 
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Think about it: Is your life (the way you're living on a daily basis) a testimony to 
the truth that trusting Christ powerfully transforms people? Or is your behavior 
causing more confusion for others and confirming their assumptions that 
there’s really nothing that special about Christ or Christianity? 

Paul recognized that this was a huge red flag that had to be addressed, and so 
He straightened it out immediately. We read that in defense of the gospel, Paul 
“opposed Peter to his face” and “before them all.” Paul confronted Peter to his face, 
and Paul confronted him publicly. In our hyper-sensitive culture of political 
correctness, these are two things we desperately seek to avoid today, but Peter’s 
conduct had created public confusion and therefore required some public 
confrontation. When the truth of the gospel is on the line, silence in the name of 
civility is not an option.   

Therefore, it’s critically important for us to realize that Paul rebuked Peter in 
this manner for no other reason except to preserve and protect the truth of the 
gospel. We are not permitted to strongly oppose someone publicly simply 
because we disagree with them on various peripheral doctrines (creation, 
baptism, the role of church and government, eschatology, etc.). However, if the 
truth of the gospel is at stake, then we must take the appropriate measure in 
protecting and preserving it. When we’ve lost the truth of the gospel then we’ve 
lost true Christianity.

❖ Question #2: Can you think of any current situations among the church 
today that threaten the truth of the gospel? Why is it absolutely necessary 
for Christians to live their lives in step with the truth of the gospel? What 
measures can we take in making sure that happens?
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It's worth noting that Paul doesn't necessarily correct Peter by telling him what 
he should do. Instead, he corrects Peter by reminding him of what Christ has 
done for him. A Christian is not someone who has learned to successfully 
change their behavior; a Christian is someone who's change in belief has 
powerfully transformed who he is and how he lives. A Christian is not the 
same old person with a new set of rules to live by; a Christian is someone who 
has radically become a new person with a new motivation for living. 

And so that new motivation is found in the passage that ties this entire letter 
together in one sentence. Paul corrects what Peter is doing by reminding him of 
what Christ has done. Paul writes (v. 16), 

We know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus 
Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ 

and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.

The Scottish theologian, John Stott, once said, “Nobody has understood Christianity 
who does not understand this word. It is the word ‘justified’.”  1

Justification is the essence of the gospel and some have labeled it as the Atlas 
that holds Christianity on it’s shoulders. Justification is not some fancy doctrinal 
term or theological language made for seminary students. We see it throughout 
Paul's letters. The word is found and discussed in Romans 3, Romans 4, Romans 
5 and even three times in this one sentence here in Galatians. If we're going to 
understand anything Paul says in the rest of this letter, we have to first 
understand what he means by being "justified by faith in Christ".

   John Stott, The Message of Galatians, (InterVarsity Press: 1968), 59.1
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What does it mean to be “justified by faith in Christ”?   

‘Justification’ is a legal term. It is a judicial term that is used in a court of law. It 
is the exact opposite of the word ‘condemnation’. According to Scripture, if you 
stand condemned then you are declared guilty by our Lord who does in fact 
preside as the ultimate Judge over all His creation. However, if you stand 
'justified' then you are declared 'not guilty' by our Lord as the Judge..

Man’s dilemma is actually fairly plain and obvious. God is righteous. We are 
not. So instead of harmony in our relationship with God, the relationship has 
been broken because of our unrighteousness. Paul tells us elsewhere that none 
of us are righteous, none of us truly seek God and none of us are born truly 
living for God. So is there any more important question in life than “How can we 
be made righteous before God?” or to put it another way, “How can we who stand 
condemned already (guilty before God) be justified by God (declared not guilty by 
God)?" 

This is our great dilemma. This is man’s greatest problem: How could a just God 
who exercises perfect justice justify guilty sinners and still remain a perfectly just God 
who exercises perfect justice?

And therein lies the beauty and perfect wisdom behind the truth of the gospel. 
God’s righteousness is apart of who He is, and He cannot compromise His 
character in order to save us. The moment God ceases to exercise perfect justice 
is the moment God would cease to be just and is the moment God would cease 
to be God. The righteousness of God requires perfect justice to be served and 
therefore sin to be punished.
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However, the good news of true Christianity is that we can be declared 'not 
guilty' by the graciousness of God who offers us this pronouncement as a free 
gift and not based on anything we’re able to do. 

How does He do that?

He does this because Jesus Christ took on the punishment that we deserve so 
that perfect justice would be carried out, sin would be punished, and God’s 
wrath toward our sin would be satisfied. Our criminal record is accredited to 
Christ who pays the penalty that it demands, and the spotless record of Christ is 
then accredited to us who receive it through faith. 

Therefore, the only way we can be justified by God is through faith (complete 
trust) in what Christ has done for us through His perfect life, His sacrificial 
death and His powerful resurrection into ultimate authority over the entire 
universe as Lord.

We are not called to simply change our behavior; we are called to truly believe 
that this incredible truth of what God has done for us through Christ is in fact 
true. Truly trusting this truth will assuredly transform how you live!

Paul is saying to Peter, "Peter, remember that Jews and Gentiles are in the same boat. 
We are all only justified by God through our faith alone in Christ alone. Remember who 
you are and remember what Christ has done for you! Die to your fear of what others 
may say about you, die to the fear of trying to please other people and die to the desire to 
even please yourself. Live for something greater, live in response to what Christ has done 
for you, live in step with the incredible life-altering truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ 
our Lord." 
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Our beliefs will always drive our behavior. We have been crucified with Christ. 
It is no longer we who live, but Christ who lives in us. We ought to intimately 
understand that the ‘old us’ is now dead. The ‘old us’ no longer defines who we 
are. Therefore, if we continue to act according to our old ways then we are 
acting out of step with the truth of the gospel. 

And so a good measure of your Christian condition is whether or not the truth 
of the gospel (the incredible way in which God graciously justifies us by faith in 
Christ) whether or not this has transformed your life and whether or not it has 
become the primary motivation for everything you do and the way you live 
your life?

❖ Question #3: In what ways does an understanding of the gospel of our 
justification by God motivate you to live differently? In what ways have you 
died to sins and efforts of self-justification through your faith in Christ? 
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Summary Statements:

❖ Our beliefs always drive our behavior.

❖ When we’ve lost the truth of the gospel then we’ve lost true Christianity.

❖ A Christian is someone who has radically become a new person with a new 
motivation for living.

❖ If we continue to act according to our old ways then we are acting out of step with 
the truth of the gospel.


