
Galatians 2:11-16 

 

Hypocrisy 

 

 

 

 It has been well noted that one of the most segregated places in America 

is church on Sunday morning. You have churches for white people and 

churches for black people and brown people. I know—birds of a feather flock 

together.  

 

 But when you become a follower of Jesus Christ you become more than a 

white believer or an Asian believer or an Hispanic believer or a Black believer. 

You become a new creation in Christ, filled with the Spirit of God1 Together we 

are the family of God and the temple of God.2 And it takes two things to make 

this a practical reality. It takes knowing this truth and then living it. In our present 

study of Galatians we have a dramatic episode where this beautiful unity is 

experienced and then slowly but surely ripped apart. 

 

Now when Peter had come to Antioch,  

I withstood him to his face, because he  

was to be blamed; 12 for before certain  

men came from James, he would eat  

with the Gentiles; but when they came,  

he withdrew and separated himself,  

fearing those who were of the circumcision.  

(Galatians 2:11, 12) 

 

 This is without question one of the darkest scenes in the New Testament. 

We have two leading apostles in conflict—open conflict with one another. Paul 

is writing to the Galatians to preserve and promote the gospel of grace. And the 

event he describes took place years before in the church at Antioch where 

outreach to the Gentiles began in earnest.  

 

 In the last study we read that when Paul went to Jerusalem to discuss law 

verses grace, Peter, James and John gave Paul and Barnabas the handshake of 

fellowship. But when Peter then went to Antioch trouble began. Now, both Paul 

and Peter were believers in Jesus Christ. They were both filled with the Spirit. They 

were noble men of God who served with honor. But Peter was in the wrong 

causing great harm to the church. Let’s read these verses again including now 

verse 13.  
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Now when Peter[a] had come to Antioch,  

I withstood him to his face, because he  

was to be blamed; 12 for before certain  

men came from James, he would eat  

with the Gentiles; but when they came,  

he withdrew and separated himself,  

fearing those who were of the circumcision.  
13 And the rest of the Jews also played the  

hypocrite with him, so that even Barnabas  

was carried away with their hypocrisy. 

(Galatians 2:11-13) 

 

Here’s what went wrong. When Peter arrived at Antioch he ate with the 

Gentile believers. The Greek verb indicates that this was a normal every day 

activity. Peter knew from revelation and from experience that both Jewish 

believers and Gentile believers were all brothers and sisters in Christ. So they sat 

together at dinner and prayed together and laughed together and ate 

cheeseburgers and drank milkshakes. This was something a normal Jew would 

never do.  

 

The one day a company of Jewish believers came to Antioch claiming to 

be from James. But in Acts 15 James denied he had anything to do with these 

men. And like strict Jews they wanted nothing to do with the Gentiles. And they 

were disturbed and offended by Peter’s behavior, looked at him with disdain 

and spoke behind his back. And Peter began to feel intimidated.  

 

It is difficult to think of Peter as being afraid after Pentecost and being 

filled with the holy Spirit. Time and time again Peter had stood up for Christ 

against the authorities. He was beaten and imprisoned and boldly proclaimed 

“We ought to obey God rather than men.”3 But out of fear Peter gave in to the 

scowling faces of the crew from Jerusalem. He withdrew from having fellowship 

with the Gentile believers.  

 

The Greek word translated “withdrew” in verse 12 is hupostello. It is in the 

imperfect tense and indicates that Peter’s withdrawal was gradual. More and 

more he found excuses why he could not fellowship with these believers. This 

signified that the Jewish believers still thought of the Gentile believers as 

unclean.  

 

Peter had been given direct revelation on this before he preached to the 

Romans Centurion, Cornelius. The Lord said to him “What God has cleansed you 
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must not call common” or unclean.”4 Peter did not forget this truth. He did not 

reject it. He feared offending the Jewish believers and losing their respect. And 

his sinful actions led other Jewish believers to do the same, to withdraw their 

fellowship—even Barnabas! 

 

And the rest of the Jews also played the  

hypocrite with him, so that even Barnabas  

was carried away with their hypocrisy. 

(Galatians 2:13) 

 

 The Greek word for hypocrite refers to an actor who wore a large mask to 

depict a certain character or the mood or emotion of the character. So Peter 

and Barnabas were play acting, masking their true belief. They really did believe 

in the gospel of grace, but pretended to accept Jewish legalism, because of 

fear. Peter’s and Barnabas’ withdrawal from their fellow Gentile believers was 

not based on God’s Word by fear of a small pressure group. In fact Peter did in 

Antioch what Paul did not do in Jerusalem. In verse 5 Paul said that he and 

Barnabas “did not yield submission” to the legalists “not even for an hour.” 

 

 Peter and Barnabas were not acting in accordance with the truth they 

knew. We don’t always do that either. I was watching a video that someone 

recommended to me. And the speaker was the President of Christian College. 

And he spoke about receiving a complaint from a student who said that he had 

been offended in the chapel service on campus.  

 

When the President looked into the situation the sermon in the chapel 

service was on 1 Corinthians 13. It was on the subject of being loving! How can 

that offend anyone? But it seems that it hit a raw never in the student. He 

obviously had not been as loving as he should have been. But instead of 

repenting he was offended that he had been challenged. We are a lot like this 

at times.  

 

But when I saw that they were not  

straightforward about the truth of the gospel,  

I said to Peter before them all, “If you, being  

a Jew, live in the manner of Gentiles and not  

as the Jews, why do you compel Gentiles to  

live as Jews? 

(Galatians 2:14) 

 

 You can imagine the feeling Peter had, noble man of God that he was. 

You can almost feel the heat from the blush on his cheek. He had been led by 
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fear to deny his Gentile brothers in Christ just as he had once been led by fear to 

deny Jesus Christ. 

 

 None of us is perfect. None of us walk according to the truth perfectly, not 

even Paul. This is why in Philippians 3 he wrote about himself saying, “Brethren I 

do not count myself to have apprehended…but I press for the goal of the 

upward call of God in Christ.”5 But if Paul had not taken a stand against Peter’s 

actions the truth of salvation by grace alone would have been lost to legalism. 

Or there would have been a split in the church as it happens so many times 

today.  

 

 There are Christians who will not fellowship with me because I do not 

believe in the Trinity. And the doctrine of the Trinity is nowhere taught in the 

Bible. And there are Christians with whom I have served who will not fellowship 

with me, because I teach the truth that Jesus will not return to rapture the 

people of God until after the great tribulation. In Matthew 24 Jesus clearly 

teaches this truth and it does not change anywhere in the New Testament.  

 

 But these fellow believers will not study this subject, because it goes 

against their system of theology. And if they began to teach this truth then other 

believers they know may walk away from them! We need to be humble and 

honest to study, to discover the truth. And we are to be tenderhearted and 

forgiving with each other when we do not walk the talk. Now, we are coming 

up on some of the most important verses in this letter.  

 

But when I saw that they were not  

straightforward about the truth of the  

gospel, I said to Peter before them all,  

“If you, being a Jew, live in the manner  

of Gentiles and not as the Jews, why do  

you compel Gentiles to live as Jews?  
15 We who are Jews by nature, and not  

sinners of the Gentiles, 16 knowing that a  

man is not justified by the works of the  

law but by faith in Jesus Christ, even we  

have believed in Christ Jesus, that we  

might be justified by faith in Christ and  

not by the works of the law; for by the  

works of the law no flesh shall be justified. 

(Galatians 14-16) 
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 Paul is reminding Peter and the other Jewish believers that they all gave 

up confidence in law keeping for salvation when they believed in Jesus Christ. 

So why by their behavior are they forcing Gentiles to go under the law from 

which they had been set free? We are justified by God’s grace alone through 

faith in Jesus Christ alone. To be justified is to be set free from any charge that 

you had sinned against God’s law. When Jesus Christ died on the cross our sins 

were all washed away. 

 

 Grace is a hard concept for some people to grasp. They feel that they 

must do something to earn salvation. Even today there are people who resist 

the truth of salvation by grace through faith. They will agree that they are 

sinners. But they are certainly better than a lot of other people. They don’t hate 

anyone, they don’t steal. They try to be kind. They are by and large moral 

people and God will accept that. The trouble is that God will not accept that. 

The apostle James tells us that “whoever offends in one point of the law, is guilty 

of all.”6 And we have all offended God’s law.  

 

 So God graciously says to us, “I have a righteousness for you. It is the 

righteousness of my Son Jesus who lived a perfect life before Me. At the cross he 

became sin for you so that you might become righteous in him. All you have to 

do is receive him by faith. 

 

 We are justified, cleared of all charges of wrong doing by grace alone 

through faith alone. There is no distinction between Jew and Gentile, black, 

white or any shade of skin color in between. And because of this truth we should 

accept one another and love one another. Romans 15:7 says, “…receive one 

another” or welcome one another “just as Christ also received us to the glory of 

God. “ Peter knew this, but because of fear his actions put a Burqa over the 

truth and people were hurt.  

 

 If our Lord Jesus Christ does not demand any work of the law before he 

welcomes us and brings us to God, then how dare we demand some ritual with 

any believer when God and Jesus Christ do not?  

 

It is not wrong to believe the gospel. We must to be saved. But then we 

need to apply it, to act on it, to make it the spring board for how we think and 

feel and behave in every area of life. This is what peter did not do. We don’t 

always do it either. So let us say in the words of Scripture, “ I have not 

apprehended, but I press on.” 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 James 2:20 


