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I was in the lunchroom with my boss and three other co-workers.  We were just shooting the breeze when somehow church and what Christians do came up.  And at that point my boss said something – exactly what he said I don’t remember – but it was something about what Christians believe or how we practice.  And it wasn’t accurate.  

So, since I’ve got a master’s in theology and know about this kind of thing, I corrected him.  “Actually that’s not how it works, it’s more like this.”  And I thought I did this respectfully.  But all of a sudden the room got icy.  My boss looked embarrassed and hurt, like he had been personally offended.

And that’s when I remember I was in Korea.  See in Korea employees don’t challenge their boss – especially not publicly.  But inadvertently I had demonstrated that he didn’t know what he was talking about in front of several of his employees.  I had shamed him.  And while what I had done wouldn’t have mattered in a Canadian lunchroom, it mattered in Korea.  Shaming someone is one of the worst things you can do.
…
Cultural differences can cause massive misunderstanding, but they don’t have to.  Today we are looking at a situation where different convictions between two leaders could have exploded into division – but instead resulted in unity.  
…
If you’ve got a Bible open it to Galatians 2.  We are continuing our Unlocking Freedom series today and will be picking it up in verse 11.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 2:11-21]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

If you’ve been with us you will remember that Paul begins his letter to the Galatians very abruptly.  Right out of the gate he says he is astonished that they have abandoned Jesus and His grace in favor of a gospel that isn’t really good news at all.

What had happened was some false believers, as Paul calls them, had come in and were teaching that in order to be saved people needed to not only believe in Jesus but also obey the rules of the Old Testament.  

Then Paul launches right into a personal story about a conflict he had with the apostles.  And he tells this story because it perfectly illustrates the very thing that was now happening in Galatia.  And today we arrive at the punch line of that story.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Works consulted: J.D. Greear “Freed to Unite”; John Piper “In sync with the gospel” Tim Keller “How the Gospel Changes us”; J.M. Boice “Expositor’s Bible Commentary Galatians and Ephesians”] 

See, while at first the apostles agreed that new Gentile believers did not need to be circumcised in order to follow Jesus, after that conversation things changed with Peter – and exactly what Paul had been worried about started happening.  Look at verse 11:
When Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because… before certain men came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But… he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group. (Galatians 2:11-12)

So classic Peter – he’s messed up and got himself right in the middle of another controversy.  This is one of Peter’s spiritual gifts.  Anybody share that gift?
…
So remember back in Acts 10 Peter had his “pigs in a blanket” vision.  This is where Peter was up on a roof praying when he saw a sheet being lowered from heaven full of animals the Jews considered unclean.  And then God tells Peter, “Kill and make bacon.”  What a beautiful command!

But Peter is horrified until God makes it crystal clear that the ritual uncleanliness laws of the Old Testament have now been fulfilled in Jesus.  From the moment Jesus died and rose again, something fundamental changed.  

See before Christ people were continually dealing with uncleanness and offering sacrifices – we talked about this last week.  But now, in Christ, those who trust in Him are made clean once and for all.  

Now this doesn’t mean the Old Testament is thrown out.  Instead it means that after Jesus, the way we honour the ceremonial law is by no longer obeying it as a way to get right with God.  In fact, the way to dishonour the law is to keep clinging to it as if Jesus hadn’t fulfilled it.  And Peter got it.

And so he began eating and hanging out with Gentiles.  And he watched Jesus fill them with His Holy Spirit – he was living high on the hog – which, incidentally, is exactly what eating bacon will do for you.  

But then some serious Christians from Jerusalem showed up and Peter started backpedaling.  He stopped eating bacon.  He stopped hanging out with Gentile Christians.  Why?  Because he was afraid of what the Jewish Christians would think.  And Paul saw this as a major problem.  Look at verse 14:
When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas 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? (Galatians 2:14)

Paul calls Peter out.  Wow.  Can you imagine the tension?  Why does Paul do this?  Isn’t this offensive?
…
Yes it is.  But Paul sees that this is a gospel issue.  In other words this isn’t two guys debating opinions in a lunchroom.  This is about what it means to be saved – and Paul saw that the gospel was being corrupted.  And worse, this compromise was spreading.  Verse 13 says other people were following Peter’s lead.  So Paul confronts him.  Now, is this friendly?  No.  But it’s right.
…
So here’s the thing, you can divide theology into two categories: essential and non-essential.  And essential doctrines are the hills you die on while non-essential doctrines are the things you hold with conviction but are willing to disagree about.

Now that doesn’t mean non-essential things don’t matter – they do – but they aren’t worth fighting over.  For example, some churches baptise babies.  We don’t.  

But the churches that do see baptism as parallel to circumcision in the Old Testament.  So when a Jewish baby boy was born he was circumcised as a way of saying, “You belong to the covenant community – you’re part of God’s people.”

Now we dedicate babies, but dedication is about the parents not the baby.  In dedication we are saying “I’m going to raise this baby in a way that glorifies God to the best of my ability and with your help church.”  That’s dedication.  And as an aside, if you’ve had a baby and want to speak those words over them then come and talk with one of us pastors and we will get this lined up.  

But we don’t baptise babies because we see in the New Testament you don’t become part of the people of God by being born into the right family, you become part of the people of God by being born again.  So we baptise people who are saying “I was totally broken but Jesus found me and loved me and saved me.  And now I’m trusting in Him.  He’s the Lord of my life and live for His glory.”  And every baptism we see in the New Testament looks like this, which is why we baptise believers.

So, as an aside, if you trust Jesus for your salvation but haven’t been baptised, then talk with one of us pastors and we will get this lined up.  Jesus tells us we need to be baptised.  And Jesus followers are people who do what Jesus says.

So, I’m pretty confident that we have this baptism thing right.  But guess what.  I’m also confident that when we stand before the throne of grace there will be people there who were baptised as babies.  Really?  Yes!  Because you aren’t saved by what you believe about baptism.  You are saved by grace through faith in Jesus.  So baptism matters, but it’s not essential.  

And this means when I talk with friends from other churches, I’ll answer their questions, but I won’t fight about baptism.  I’ll smile and let it go because unity with my brother is matters more than being right on a non-essential issue.  Does that make sense?
…

But there are some hills worth dying on.  So if you tell me Jesus isn’t God, I’m going down swinging.  Or if you tell me people aren’t sinners who need a Saviour, I’m going down swinging. Or if you tell me that to be saved you need to believe in Jesus, and get your life in order – follow certain rules, perform certain rituals – then I’m going down swinging because, like we saw last week, the moment you add something to grace, grace stops being grace.  Grace plus works is not grace at all.

And this is exactly why Paul confronts Peter.  See Peter doesn’t just have a little different perspective on this issue.  By withdrawing from the Gentiles he was communicating that believing in Jesus isn’t enough – you also need to follow Jewish law.  And that completely undermines the gospel.  So Paul takes him to task.

Sometimes love means confrontation.  And loving confrontation rarely feels friendly.  I mean it’s hard to be confronted about something you’ve done wrong, but it’s really hard when you’re confronted by someone under your authority.
…
So, think about this.  Peter was the big guy in church at this point.  He was Jesus’ right-hand man.  Jesus had even said He would build His church on Peter – everyone knew this.  And everyone also knew Peter’s story.  He had a long history of getting things wrong and being corrected.  I mean remember that whole “get behind Me Satan” bit?  That was big.  

But it’s one thing to be corrected by Jesus.  It’s another thing entirely to be corrected by the new kid on the block – Paul.  That would be humbling.  I would have a hard time with that.  I’d probably get defensive.  Anyone else?  
…
Well do you know what the most awesome thing about Peter was?  Jesus!  Jesus has put His Spirit in Peter so while Peter still suffers from open-mouth-insert-footitis, he’s not the same guy he used to be.  And we get that here.

See, while there is no verse that explicitly says Peter repented, the rest of the New Testament makes it clear that he did.  So later when Peter writes his letter, he refers to Paul as “our beloved brother.”  And in Acts 15 Peter publicly defends the truth that Gentiles are saved by grace without the law.  And ultimately the early church preserved the letters of both Peter and Paul without portraying an ongoing division.  So Peter repented.  That’s amazing.

How did he do it?  The gospel was at work in him which enabled him to do something he normally could never have done.  And that same power is at work in everyone who trusts in Jesus.  This means when we get something wrong – and we will – when it’s brought to our attention it will hurt.  But we will want to get it right because we’ve been won by Jesus’ love.

See when you follow Jesus He doesn’t turn you into a robot that always does the right thing, instead He begins change your passions so you begin to want the right things.  And here we see that Peter wanted Jesus’ glory more than he wanted his own pride.
…
So what about that Korean lunchroom?  Well, the issue we were discussing wasn’t essential theology.  My boss wasn’t preaching a false gospel – he was just talking about what he thought.  And if it really mattered, I should have spoken with him privately.  But I didn’t.  Instead I corrected him publicly.  I wasn’t loving my boss – I was showing off my expertise.

And it turned out one of the other teachers in the room was also a pastor.  And after this he pulled me aside and explained what had happened.  And his advice was: buy my boss a gift and give it to him in front of the same group of coworkers.  In Korean culture that’s how you restore honour to someone you have shamed.  So that’s what I did the next week.  And in Korea the currency of honour is alcohol, so it was a 40 pounder of Johny Walker Black Label – click the link below for your discount – No!
…
Here’s the point.  When Paul shows Peter that this is a gospel issue Peter repents.  That’s what the gospel does when it gets inside you.  It begins to shape you into someone you never imagined you could be.  See Paul’s writing this story, but really it’s about Peter.  A powerful leader is corrected publicly – and instead of digging in, he humbles himself.  And in so doing he proves that the Spirit of God is at work in him.  This is what a hero of faith looks like: not someone perfect but someone humble.
…
Alright, with the time that remains, I want to unpack three practical implications of this text and what it can do to the things that divide Christians in Canada.  These categories come from Charles Spurgeon, the famous 19th century preacher.  Spurgeon saw three great dividers in society: the pride of race, the pride of place and the pride of grace.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Adapted from C.H. Spurgeon. The Salt-Cellars (Vol. 2), p. 80] 


First, the pride of race.  For many of us our ethnic identity is the primary way we understand ourselves.  I remember my dad talking a lot about his German heritage – it mattered deeply to him.  And Canadian culture places a huge value on ethnicity.  We celebrate people who care deeply about their cultural roots.  

Now culture is a beautiful thing.  God loves diversity, and the differences around the world reflect His creative glory.  But when culture becomes our primary identity, it starts to divide us.  We get defensive about the thing that gives us our identity.  And that’s because whatever we build our identity on becomes the thing that justifies us – the thing that makes us matter.  And for a lot of people today, ethnicity is that thing.

But the gospel is the great leveler.  See there is only one human race, and we all share the same problem – sin that separates us from God.  And there is only one hope for salvation – the blood of Jesus that cleanses us.  So Romans 10 says:
For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and… everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. (Romans 10:12-13)

This means your ethnicity can’t be the thing that defines you anymore.  It’s not that your color or culture isn’t important, it’s just that what Jesus has done for you is so much more important that your previous identity no longer factors.

It’s like owning a nice Timex – and you’re proud of how well it keeps time.  But then you inherit a Rolex and suddenly you aren’t talking about your Timex anymore.  So when Jesus becomes your righteousness, your race can no longer be the thing that defines you.

Second, there is the pride of place.  So it’s normal to sort people into categories: successful and unsuccessful, intelligent and dull, attractive and unattractive, rich and poor.  You don’t notice it much when you’re surrounded by people you consider your equals.  But when you’re around people above or below you in one of these areas, you feel it.  You either look down on those beneath or feel intimidated by those above.  

But when we think like that, it shows we’ve forgotten the gospel.  I mean first off, we can take credit for very little of where we are.  Our genes came from our parents.  Our health comes from God.  Much of our financial position depends on where we were born.  So almost everything is a gift.  

But even more than that, none of the best stuff we’ve accomplished does anything to justify us before God.  Like with God there is only one kind of person: sinners who cannot save themselves.  Like Jesus doesn’t care how rich you are.  Compared to Him Musk is a popper.  And Jesus doesn’t care how attractive you are or how intelligent you are.  None of those things carry weight with God.

So the pride of race and the pride of place make no sense.  But worst of all, Spurgeon says, is the pride of grace.  This happens when we start thinking we’re better than others because of our morality.  So maybe we’ve avoided the big sins.  Or Maybe we’ve worked hard or stayed faithful or lived responsibly.  And slowly a quiet pride grows.  “I’m good because I’ve never been fired.”  “I’m good because I’ve never been divorced.”  “I’m good because I’ve developed a great work ethic.”  

But the moment we start thinking like that, we’ve lost sight of the gospel.  See the gospel says there are no “good people.”  There are only people who need a Savior.  And that’s everyone, but God only saves people who know they need saving.  

Scripture says our righteousness is filthy rags.  So the only way to impress God is to leave behind any attempt to justify ourselves.  And this is Paul’s point in Romans 4.  He says:
Abraham… believed… that God had power to do what He had promised. This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.” The words “it was credited to him” were written not for him alone, but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in Him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. (Romans 4:18-24)

In other words Abraham didn’t earn righteousness.  He trusted God – and God credited it to him.  And it’s the same for us.  We are justified not because of what we do, but because we trust the One who gave Himself for us.  That’s the gospel.  

Friends, you aren’t made right with God by what you accomplish.  You are made right with God when you stop trusting yourself and start trusting Jesus.  

And here’s the point: if none of us deserves grace, and none of us earns our standing before God, then the gospel creates a unity stronger than anything the world could ever manufacture.  See Christian unity isn’t about gathering with people who think the same and look the same and vote the same.  It’s about gathering with people who have been saved the same way – by grace they don’t deserve through faith in Christ – so we are all the same.
…
But there’s one more side to this.  Some people think church is primarily about community and acceptance. But remember how this section began: Paul confronting Peter over an essential gospel issue. If church were only about being nice, Peter would have gone his own way and started another church.  But something bigger is happening.  And Paul explains what this is in verse 20.  He says:
I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me. (Galatians 2:20)

This is the heart of the gospel.  So picture this: a church where the richest person sits beside the poorest. Where a baby dedicated yesterday sits beside a believer baptized decades ago. Where someone from a culture halfway across the world sits beside someone from here. And yet, no one feels superior to the other. Why? Because here, at the Lord’s table, everyone is justified by the same blood.

And this is possible because of what Paul says: ‘I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.’ In other words, our differences, our achievements, our backgrounds—even the things we’re proud of—don’t define us. Christ living in us does. That’s the source of unity that the world cannot create.

So as we go to communion look across the room and see the people beside you not as different, not as better or worse—but as someone justified by faith, loved by the same Savior who loves you, alive in the same Spirit. That’s what it means to be free in Christ.  And that freedom—freedom from pride, from comparison, from judgment—creates a unity no wall, no vote, no culture, no race, no place can ever touch.  This is the reality that was won for you at the cross – will you trust Jesus and live into it?

