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May 9, 2021 – (Easter 6 – Living By Faith) 

Sermon Text – Galatians 1:13-17, 2:11-21 
 

- But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood self-

condemned; for until certain people came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. 

But after they came, he drew back and kept himself separate for fear of the circumcision 

faction…We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a per-

son is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have 

come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by 

doing the works of the law, because no one will be justified by the works of the law. - 

 

Perhaps, it should be obvious.  Maybe, it should be completely clear.  Possibly, it 

should be nearly second nature.  But it isn’t easy.  We humans have a hard time.  Even 

the best sometimes struggle.  If we are going to be true to our faith as followers of 

Christ, we are going to have to keep on working at being the people God has 

intended us to be.  This is Paul’s conclusion, as he begins his writing to the people of 

Galatia, “We have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by 

faith in Christ, and not by doing the works of the law, because no one will be justified 

by the works of the law.”  That is the heart of the issue.  Let me repeat it for you again.  

“No one will be justified by the works of the law.”  Salvation is not a matter of what we 

do.  It is not a matter of all the rules we keep.  And it is not a matter of how we can best 

be identified as one of God’s people.  It’s about Jesus.  It’s about faith.  It’s about trust.  

It’s about believing that God’s grace, through the life, death and resurrection of God’s 

Son, is sufficient to put us right with God.  And there is nothing that we need do or add 

to make it so. 

 

 We sometimes miss the fact that everything was not peace and tranquility in the 

early church.  There is a tendency to romanticize those first, formative, years and focus 

on the sharing of property, the dedication to prayer, the spread of the gospel and the 

mutual support.  But much of Paul’s writing indicates that, like us, the early church had 

issues.  Things did not always go smoothly.  Problems arose over a clash of teachings.  

And persons, even leaders, trying to be true to their principles about who they were as 

people of God, sometimes came into open conflict with one another.  Here it is Peter 

and Paul, the two biggest pillars in the early church, who find themselves on opposite 

sides of a crucial issue, that is, “Who eats with whom?”  By now, you recognize that this 

is not a new issue.  It is one that has plagued even Jesus throughout his ministry.  As we 

heard from numerous texts during this past year, the chief complaint against Jesus was 

his opponents accusation that he ate with the wrong people.  “He eats with tax 

collectors and sinners,” they said.  He eats with people who have unclean hands.  He 
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eats with people who are not considered to be properly among our number.  He eats 

with outsiders and with those who are not worthy of his company according to the law.  

Before I go on with the story, let me interject that, if Jesus had not been willing to eat 

with such people, if he had been willing to wait until everyone got their act together 

and demonstrated their purity according to the law, I think he would have been very 

lonely eating at a table by himself all the time! 

 

 Now, Peter finds himself accused of the same thing.  He is eating with gentiles, 

with people who are not Jews, with people who are outside of those who belong to, in 

his day, the popular understanding of God’s chosen people.  Of course, Peter has 

experience in this area.  If you remember, as we touched on briefly last week, he had 

explained to the Jerusalem Council that God had chosen him to bring the good news 

to the gentiles.  He had a vision when he visited the home of Cornelius, a Roman 

soldier.  He had been shown that nothing and no one made by God is unclean.  He 

had witnessed the faith that his preaching had created in those who heard his words 

and he had seen how the Holy Spirit had been given to those who were baptized, 

regardless of who they were or where they were from.  He learned that God had 

accepted them and so should he.  He openly sat at table with them and ate meals 

with them.  But, when representatives of the Jewish faction of the early church came to 

Antioch and were critical of his behavior, Peter backed away from this new-found 

freedom.  We can’t really blame him.  It isn’t easy to be the one who stands accused 

of wrongdoing.  The pressure mounts.  The criticism hurts.  Uncertainty begins to creep 

in.  Retreat becomes an attractive alternative.  We often concede rather than risk 

being wrong in the eyes of our accusers. 

 

 I recently read an article about a professor at a small, mid-western, “Christian” 

college who got himself in trouble for preaching in a chapel sermon that the followers 

of Christ should actually follow Jesus’ teaching.  They should “love their enemies…and 

pray for them,” one of Jesus’ rather clear teachings in the Sermon on the Mount.  

Rather than gaining him praise for his religious zeal and for taking the word of the Lord 

seriously, his remarks got him demoted as someone who was trying to stir up trouble 

by changing the way the rest of the faculty and students thought about Jesus’ 

teachings and applied them to their lives.  He had, in effect, suggested that they sit 

down at table and eat with people who were not like them, who didn’t follow the same 

rules as them, who may not have had the same skin color, or spoke the same 

language, or came from the same place.  In other words, with people who were 

different, who may have held different worldviews, or political positions, or historical 

interpretations.  Those are probably larger issues than I hear being discussed in some 

of local congregations today, where the arguments are over those who insist on 
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wearing face masks and those who refuse, and those who want to get vaccinated and 

those who will not.  Somehow, it seems that Jesus’ teaching requires us to love both 

groups, but it’s hard, depending on which side is putting pressure on the other at that 

particular time to conform to its way of thinking or else. 

 

 Paul’s point in all of this is that Peter should have known better.  For him, this is 

the very heart of the gospel.  There may be other things over which fights are not 

necessary.  But this is of utmost importance.  This is central.  This is the indispensable 

principle.  It is the idea which cannot be compromised without doing irreparable 

damage to the preaching of the gospel.  Either God’s grace is sufficient or it is worth 

nothing at all.  You all know that “actions speak louder than words.”  No one can say, 

“God loves everyone.  Jesus died for everyone.  The Holy Spirit works faith in every-

one.”  And then refuse to eat with those who are different, for whatever reason, 

because that negates the truth of the gospel.  And Paul, having experienced his own 

stunning revelation, is all about the gospel.  The good news is that “God loves you 

despite,… despite who you are,… despite where you come from,… despite whether 

you follow certain rituals or procedures,… despite anything that might separate you 

from God and God’s people.”  In another place, Paul will argue this again.  He will say 

there that “nothing can separate us from the love of God, which is in Jesus Christ.”  

Nothing.  And no one gets to that point because of what they do or do not do.  We are 

put right with God through Christ, through his suffering and his death, guaranteed by 

his resurrection from the dead, and made active in our life through faith.  And that is it.  

Nothing else matters.  By now, it should be obvious.  It should be completely clear.  It 

should be nearly second nature for all those who believe.  So come, let us all sit down 

and eat together at the table of our Lord. 

 

         Amen. 

 


