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God’s Word to You 
A Summary of the Bible

In the beginning, the all-powerful, personal God created the universe.  
This God created human beings in His image to live joyfully in His presence, 
in humble submission to His gracious authority. But all of us have rebelled 
against God and, in consequence, must suffer the punishment of our 
rebellion: physical death and the wrath of God.

Thankfully, God initiated a rescue plan, which began with His choosing the 
nation of Israel to display His glory in a fallen world. The Bible describes how 
God acted mightily on Israel’s behalf, rescuing His people from slavery and 
then giving them His holy law. But God’s people—like all of us—failed to 
rightly reflect the glory of God. 

Then, in the fullness of time, in the Person of Jesus Christ, God Himself 
came to renew the world and restore His people. Jesus perfectly obeyed the 
law given to Israel. Though innocent, He suffered the consequences of human 
rebellion by His death on a cross. But three days later, God raised Him from 
the dead. 

Now the church of Jesus Christ has been commissioned by God to take the 
news of Christ’s work to the world. Empowered by God’s Spirit, the church 
calls all people everywhere to repent of sin and to trust in Christ alone for 
our forgiveness. Repentance and faith restores our relationship with God and 
results in a life of ongoing transformation.

The Bible promises that Jesus Christ will return to this earth as the 
conquering King. Only those who live in repentant faith in Christ will 
escape God’s judgment and live joyfully in God’s presence for all eternity. 
God’s message is the same to all of us: repent and believe, before it is too late. 
Confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe with your heart that 
God raised Him from the dead, and you will be saved.
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Ed Stetzer
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We typically frown upon reading someone else’s mail. It’s invading someone’s 
privacy and not how we would want our mail to be treated. Even should a 
letter be misdelivered to our home, we know the proper and respectful course 
of action would be to return to sender or to walk it down the street to our 
neighbor, which could lead to an opportunity for a gospel conversation. God 
is still working and moving in this world, after all, so let’s respond to our 
circumstances in faith.

But the letters in the New Testament are in a different category. These were 
written by various apostles under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to specific 

churches and people addressing specific circumstances. So these letters are still very personal, but 
they are meant to be read by others. They are instructive and corrective in their nature. They convict, 
strengthen, and bless. They are, along with all of the Scriptures, a means by which God directs His 
people and changes them to be more like Jesus. 

Though from the hands of men, the letters of Paul, John, Peter, and others are still the Word of God. 
In them, we are warned of our sinful condition, graced with the truth of the gospel, called to repent 
and believe in Christ, strengthened in our faith, purified of our sin, taught about our new identity in 
Christ, commanded to obey in the Spirit, and empowered for our gospel mission. So read, respond, 
and rejoice!

Trevin Wax
General Editor—The Gospel Project 
Author of multiple books, including This Is Our Time: Everyday Myths in Light of the Gospel

The letters of the New Testament comprise a small portion of the Bible, but 
they are rich in instruction for Christians today. They give us a glimpse of early 
church life, and at the heart of these letters, we see the heart of the apostles, 
which happened to be the heart of the gospel: Christ crucified and raised for 
our justification. 

It might be easy during this part of your journey through the storyline of 
the Bible to miss out on some of the real-life stories of the early church that 
prompted the writing of these letters. We do our best in this study to show 
you the background situation so you can see how the apostles’ instruction 

was timely and powerful in the first century. We also show how the gospel impacts our lives today 
through our careful application of the truths in these letters.

The apostles wrote letters because they loved the church and cared about the mission. The writers 
and editors of this volume of The Gospel Project love the church and care about the mission too. And 
we pray that your love will grow and your own mission efforts will be stronger as a result of your 
study of these divinely inspired letters.

A Word from the Editors
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Tips from Trevin on how best to use this Leader Guide
Welcome to The Gospel Project! Think of yourself as a guide leading your group on a tour of God’s 
Word, journeying through the Bible’s grand story and encountering the riches of Christ’s redemption. We 
hope The Gospel Project will provide you with the tools and resources you need as you prayerfully seek 
to apply the truth of the gospel to the people God has placed in your group. Here are some things to 
remember as you use this Leader Guide:

Pray. Pray for your group. Don’t lead in your own strength. 

Adapt. You know the style of your group. If more discussion-oriented, then encourage group 
members to read the session ahead of time. Use the “Further Discussion” questions in the Session 
Plan to facilitate discussion that stays grounded in the session. If you take a more master-teacher 
approach, then spend time familiarizing yourself with the Expanded Session Content. Select 
questions that make the most strategic sense for moving the session along. 

Cut. If it seems to you that The Gospel Project provides too much material for one session, you’re right. 
We chose to deliver more than you need and to include the bulk of the content in the Personal Study 
Guide (PSG) so you don’t feel pressed to get all the content delivered in the session time itself. Refer 
your group members to the PSG. 

Add. The PSG has the bulk of the content from the Leader Guide, but not all of it. Throughout the 
Expanded Session Content, you will see portions of leader-only content marked off in the margin, as 
this portion is. These sections might be transitions between points, illustrations, answers to questions, 
content for interactive portions in the PSG, and even theological connections. The Session Plan will 
reference the more vital sections, but as you shape each session, consider how these leader-only 
sections can benefit your group.

Personalize. Take the truths in The Gospel Project and enhance them. Add personal stories. Ask 
penetrating questions that go to the heart of the people you know and love.

Resource yourself. (Encourage your group to take advantage of these resources too.)
Make use of the additional resources suggested at the end of each session. 
• Read a suggested chapter or section in a book. 
• Learn from the “Tip of the Week” to grow as a teacher and a group in spiritual maturity. 
Visit GospelProject.com/Blog for the following: 
• Read blog posts related to the overall study theme and specific sessions. 
• Listen to a brief video as I point out the highlights to focus on for the upcoming session.
Visit GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources to access these resources:
• Read online articles and blog posts related to the session content. 
• Listen to helpful podcasts from pastors and church leaders. 
• Download suggestions for interactive options to help address a variety of learning styles. 

Overflow. Remember…The Gospel Project is not just a curriculum. WE are the project. As we immerse 
ourselves in the great story of redemption, God’s Spirit uses the gospel to change us. Don’t prepare 
simply for the content you’re going to deliver. Let the truths of God’s Word soak in as you study. A great 
leader is not a dispenser of information but an overflowing river of gospel passion. Let God work on your 
heart first, and then pray that He will change the hearts of the people He has entrusted to your care.

How to Use The Gospel Project
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SESSION 1

Toward Faithfulness 
in the Gospel

Summary and Goal 

As a part of his ministry to the church, the apostle Paul wrote letters to churches to teach, encourage, 
and rebuke. In a rebuke to the Galatian churches, he shared how he confronted the apostle Peter for 
being two-faced, or hypocritical. Peter acted one way with one group of Christians and another way 
with a different group. Peter’s hypocrisy wasn’t a small problem though. When he chose to separate 
himself from Gentile believers, he implicitly denied the truth of the gospel by his actions. This was 
why Paul had to step in and challenge Peter to reflect the truth of the gospel to others through his 
actions. Paul’s challenge reminds us that our salvation rests in our faith in Christ alone. Christ’s death 
in our place, followed by His resurrection, is the basis of our salvation, not our own works. 

Main Passage
Galatians 2:11-21

Session Outline
1.  Challenge one another to walk in line with the gospel (Gal. 2:11-14).
2.  Remember we are justified by faith, not by works (Gal. 2:15-18). 
3.  Recognize that holiness is possible only when we are in Christ (Gal. 2:19-21). 

Theological Theme
When the truth of the gospel is at stake, we must take a strong stand.

Christ Connection
When Peter chose to separate himself from Gentile believers, he implicitly denied the truth of the 
gospel by his actions. Paul’s challenge reminds us that Christ alone is the source of our salvation and 
faith is the sign of it. Christ’s death in our place is the basis of our salvation, not our own works.

Missional Application
God calls us to stand our ground and refuse to compromise when the truth of the gospel is at stake.

© 2017 LifeWay Christian Resources. Permission granted to reproduce and distribute within the license agreement with purchaser.
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Introduction
Open by discussing our shared struggle with how others perceive us 
(leader p. 10; personal study guide [PSG] p. 10). Tie this to the potential 
conflict between pleasing God and pleasing people (leader p. 10). 

What are some ways you might struggle with the image 
you present of yourself or with people-pleasing? 

Highlighting on Pack Item 2: New Testament Letters Map the Galatian 
churches addressed in this letter, summarize this session on Paul’s challenge to 
Peter to turn from hypocrisy and to reflect the truth of the gospel to others 
(leader p. 10; PSG p. 11). 

1.  Challenge one another to walk in line with the 
gospel (Gal. 2:11-14). 

Give some brief background information on the church at Antioch, calling 
attention to the city on Pack Item 2: New Testament Letters Map 
(leader p. 11). Then read Galatians 2:11-14. Describe how the early church 
grappled with the different ways Jewish and Gentile Christians lived out their 
faith and struggled with unity (leader p. 11; PSG p. 11). 

What are some differences within Christianity that should 
not divide Christians and churches today? 

Highlight that Paul saw Peter acting differently with two different groups of 
people. Peter had eaten regularly with Gentile believers until some Christians 
from Jerusalem came. Note how this shows that even leaders have blind 
spots to their sin and how we need to purge hypocrisy from our own lives 
(leader pp. 12-13; PSG p. 12). 

What are some other circumstances that might give rise to 
hypocrisy in the way we interact with other Christians?

How can we make sure we have Christians who will 
confront us on the hypocrisy they see in our lives? 

Pack Item 1: Letters 
to God’s People
Display this poster in a 
place that will help group 
members follow the 
progression of sessions 
through this volume. 

Ask group members to look 
at the titles for Unit 1 and 
to pick one they are looking 
forward to studying. If 
time permits, allow them 
a brief moment to explain 
their choices.

 For Further 
Discussion
How does the gospel 
give us a sense of both 
deep humility and 
profound confidence 
at the same time? 

Toward Faithfulness 
in the Gospel

Session Plan

Session 1
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2.  Remember we are justified by faith, not by 
works (Gal. 2:15-18). 

Read Galatians 2:15-18. Relate what Paul meant about Peter’s actions being a 
deviation from the truth of the gospel (leader pp. 13-14; PSG p. 13). 

What are some words or actions from the church that 
distort the gospel? 

Emphasize that Paul’s main concern in confronting Peter was the issue of 
salvation—faith in Jesus is the only way for any person to be saved, whether 
Jew or Gentile (leader p. 14; PSG p. 14). 

Use the content in the Leader Guide to help group members distinguish between 
matters worthy of rebuke and when to agree to disagree on an issue (leader p. 15). 
Group members can use the chart in the PSG for taking notes as you explain the 
differences between Core Doctrines, Convictions, and Preferences (PSG p. 15). 

What are some convictions or preferences that can 
wrongly creep up to be on par with core doctrines?

What benefits are there to emphasizing unity and 
appreciating our differences with one another on the 
levels of convictions and preferences? 

3.  Recognize that holiness is possible only when 
we are in Christ (Gal. 2:19-21). 

Ask a volunteer to read Galatians 2:19-21. Explain what dying to the law and 
living for God mean in this passage. Comment briefly on the benefits of the 
law for the Christian (leader pp. 15-16; PSG pp. 15-16). 

What are some beliefs or practices we might trust in or 
find identity in to which we must die in order to live for God 
more fully? 

State that the positive aspect of Christ living in us is that He empowers us to 
live a life of holiness to the glory of God (leader pp. 16-17; PSG p. 16).

How should remembering the gospel of Jesus help propel 
us toward holy living? 

Conclusion 
Challenge group members to put themselves in the shoes of both Paul and 
Peter (leader p. 17; PSG p. 17). Apply the truths of this session with “His Mission, 
Your Mission” (PSG p. 18). 

Point 2 Option
Read the “Essential 
Christian Doctrine” 
Justification by Faith 
(leader p. 13; PSG p. 14) and 
play the video “Justification 
by Faith (Jesus vs Works)”: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j89Zl1xdq34

Ask groups of 3-4 to discuss 
the following questions 
(consider writing the 
questions on a board or 
sheet of paper for groups to 
have; also available on the 
DVD in The Gospel Project 
for Adults: Leader Pack):

•  Why is the doctrine of 
justification by faith 
so important?

•  What are some ways this 
doctrine should affect us 
on a practical level?

After a few minutes, call 
for some responses.

Christ Connection: When 
Peter chose to separate 
himself from Gentile 
believers, he implicitly 
denied the truth of the 
gospel by his actions. Paul’s 
challenge reminds us that 
Christ alone is the source 
of our salvation and faith is 
the sign of it. Christ’s death 
in our place is the basis 
of our salvation, not our 
own works.

....................................................

Missional Application: God 
calls us to stand our ground 
and refuse to compromise 
when the truth of the 
gospel is at stake.
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Introduction 
Two-faced. No one likes to be called that. But here’s the problem: We 

live in a world of selfies and social media status updates where we want to 
present the best image of ourselves for others to see, even if that image isn’t 
accurate. We care about what others think of us, so we present an image of 
ourselves that others will like. Happy. Successful. Intelligent. Caring. 
Spiritual. It’s easy to stretch facts and exaggerate in order to make ourselves 
look good to others. But when we do, we can easily become two-faced, 
acting a certain way with one group and differently with another. 

But there is another problem at play apart from social media. I’m pretty 
good with people and enjoy spending time with others. Folks like me can 
tend to be people-pleasers though. We like people and want to please them, 
and we want those people to like us, again leading us to do what we can 
to please others. How about you? Whether you are outgoing or shy, we all 
struggle with how we are perceived by others. 

Worries about our image and people-pleasing can create conflict when 
we have to choose between pleasing ourselves or someone else instead of 
pleasing God. Relationships matter. Scripture teaches that. But when the 
truth of the gospel is at stake, we must take a strong stand.

What are some ways you might struggle with the image 
you present of yourself or with people-pleasing? 

Session Summary 
As a part of his ministry to the church, the apostle Paul wrote letters 

to churches to teach, encourage, and rebuke. In a rebuke to the Galatian 
churches, he shared how he confronted the apostle Peter for being two-
faced, or hypocritical. Peter acted one way with one group of Christians 
and another way with a different group. Peter’s hypocrisy wasn’t a small 
problem though. When he chose to separate himself from Gentile believers, 
he implicitly denied the truth of the gospel by his actions. This was why 
Paul had to step in and challenge Peter to reflect the truth of the gospel to 
others through his actions. Paul’s challenge reminds us that our salvation 
rests in our faith in Christ alone. Christ’s death in our place, followed by 
His resurrection, is the basis of our salvation, not our own works. 

 Voices from 
the Church
“Self-image, the concept 
we have of ourselves, must 
begin not by looking in the 
mirror but by looking into 
the face of God.” 1 

–Sam Storms  

Toward Faithfulness 
in the Gospel

Expanded Session Content

Session 1
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1.  Challenge one another to walk in line with the 
gospel (Gal. 2:11-14).
The church at Antioch is one of the more remarkable church-planting 

episodes in the New Testament (see Acts 11:19-26). In Acts 14:26-28 we 
read how Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch to report what God had 
done on their missionary journey, after which they remained at the church 
for an extended stay. 

When we come to Galatians 2:11, we see Paul refer to this same 
church at Antioch birthed in Acts 11. Antioch was a key city in the 
Roman Empire, teeming with more than a half-million people of diverse 
nationalities, making it the empire’s third largest city. 2 Like its city, the 
church at Antioch was diverse, filled with both Jewish and Gentile 
believers. It was here that Peter (Cephas in Aramaic) engaged in open 
hypocrisy, leading to a sharp rebuke from Paul. 

11 But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, 
because he stood condemned. 12 For before certain men came from James, 
he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and 
separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. 13 And the rest of the 
Jews acted hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led 
astray by their hypocrisy. 14 But when I saw that their conduct was not in 
step with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, 
though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the 
Gentiles to live like Jews?”

The early church was still grappling with the different ways Jewish and 
Gentile Christians lived out their faith and how a unified church could 
work through these differences (see Acts 15). These differences—the more 
Jewish-focused Christianity coming out of Jerusalem and the newer, more 
Gentile-focused Christianity coming from the large Gentile harvest at 
Antioch—gave occasion for Peter’s hypocrisy. 

Imagine a small, rural congregation consisting mainly of families 
related to one another and featuring organ and piano music with a robed 
choir. Now picture an urban, young, multiethnic congregation in a major 
city with contemporary dress and music. Both churches preach the Word. 
Both share the gospel. Both love Christ. Both support missions. But these 
two churches have different cultures. 

Now imagine what it would be like to merge these two churches 
together. That might help you understand what was going on in Antioch—a 
clash between two ways of understanding Christianity. But that was still no 
excuse for hypocrisy. Indeed, there is never an excuse for it. 

What are some differences within Christianity that should 
not divide Christians and churches today? 

 Further 
Commentary
“In the fast-food culture 
of modern Western 
civilization, it is difficult to 
appreciate the religious 
significance ancient 
peoples associated with 
the simple act of eating. 
This was especially 
characteristic of Judaism, 
as Jeremias observed: ‘In 
Judaism table-fellowship 
means fellowship before 
God, for the eating of a 
piece of broken bread by 
everyone who shares in 
the meal brings out the 
fact that they all have 
a share in the blessing 
which the master of the 
house has spoken over the 
unbroken bread.’ ” 3 

–Timothy George

 Further 
Commentary
“God redeems Jews and 
Gentiles alike on precisely 
the same terms, namely, 
personal faith in Jesus 
Christ and him alone. That 
Peter’s vacillating and 
expedient behavior was a 
denial of this basic gospel 
truth is evident from two 
key words Paul used in this 
passage. By his withdrawal 
from table fellowship, 
Paul averred, Peter would 
‘force Gentiles to follow 
Jewish customs.’ ” 4 

–Timothy George
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The mission of God’s church cannot be separated from the reality of 
God’s truth. God calls us to stand our ground and refuse to compromise 
when the truth of the gospel is at stake. That is why Paul rebuked Peter in 
public in this passage—he was deviating from the gospel; it wasn’t just a 
matter of opinion. 

Paul saw Peter acting differently with two different groups of people. 
Early on, Peter would eat regularly with Gentile believers. Peter had 
witnessed the conversion of Cornelius and his family, and he knew 
without a doubt that Gentiles could follow Christ through faith alone 
(Acts 10–11). But something changed when “certain men came from 
James.” These men likely were shocked to see the way Peter made no 
distinction between Jewish and Gentile Christians. The verb tense for 
“drew back” and “separated” gives the idea that Peter gradually gave into 
the pressure of the group after they arrived. 

Eventually, even the other Jewish believers followed Peter’s example. 
What a powerful influence church leaders have! We see Paul’s exasperation 
at Peter’s example by his statement in verse 13: “even Barnabas was led 
astray by their hypocrisy.” Even Barnabas, the earliest leader of the church 
at Antioch and a man known for his encouragement (see Acts 4:36), gave 
into the peer pressure of Peter and the Jewish Christians from Jerusalem. 

There was no nuancing here. Peter was wrong, and his actions had led 
others astray. Paul made this unambiguously clear: They were “not in step 
with the truth of the gospel.” When our lives openly deny the gospel, 
rebuke is the necessary response. There is a time to pull someone aside 
and quietly speak to him or her about an error. But in this case, due to 
the public nature of Peter’s sin and the public influence he had, Paul 
confronted his hypocrisy in front of everyone. 

This passage reminds us that leaders, even apostles like Peter, have feet 
of clay and still sin. We all have blind spots, issues in our lives we can’t 
see clearly. That’s a reason real community in the local church matters. 
It’s also why we need to pray for our church leaders. Relationships that go 
deeper than “How are you?” before a Bible study class are needed to help 
all of us grow. And sometimes those relationships require that we confront 
someone because of his or her sin, which is consistent with what we see 
throughout the Word of God. 

If you study the Gospels, you will see how Jesus generally responded 
to three different groups. To those who would follow Him, He called 
for absolute surrender (see Luke 9:23). To those who were broken and 
ostracized, He demonstrated compassion (the woman at the well in 
John 4, for instance). But to hypocrites, the self-righteous whose lives often 
denied their lips, He consistently confronted them. Just read His rebuke of 
the scribes and Pharisees in Matthew 23. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“And this is the truth of 
the gospel. It is also the 
principal article of all 
Christian doctrine, wherein 
the knowledge of all 
godliness consisteth. Most 
necessary it is, therefore, 
that we should know this 
article well, teach it unto 
others, and beat it into 
their heads continually.” 5 

–Martin Luther (1483-1546)

 Voices from 
Church History
“I never yet have known 
the Spirit of God to work 
where the Lord’s people 
were divided.” 6 

–D. L. Moody (1837-1899)

 Further 
Commentary
“Paul knew that he and 
Peter agreed on the matter 
of Gentile inclusion. But 
now he saw that Peter, 
under pressure, did not 
stand up for what he knew 
was right. Paul reported 
this incident to make sure 
the Galatians knew that 
if the ‘pillar apostle Peter 
can fall from the truth of 
the gospel, how careful the 
Galatians must be not to 
do the same.’ The ‘truth of 
the gospel’ (Gal. 2:5,14) is 
maintained only when faith 
alone is the requirement 
of salvation.” 7 

–Mack Roark, 
Biblical Illustrator
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Scripture tells us Jesus was full of both grace and truth (John 1:14). We 
should emphasize both in the church as well. If we swing too far toward 
grace to the neglect of truth, we can wink at sin and fail to confront 
wickedness such as hypocrisy. On the other hand, if we ignore grace and 
focus solely on truth, we can become Pharisaical, judging others harshly 
without love. Grace and truth must always be held together. 

At the same time, we need to look in the mirror and purge hypocrisy 
from our own lives. For example, we live in a time of pronounced racial 
tension. Do you speak of a certain ethnic group one way when among 
people of that group but differently when around others? Is the starting 
point of your attitude toward those who do not look, act, think, or vote 
like you the biblical perspective of all humanity being created in the image 
of God, or do you begin by focusing on those differences? 

What are some other circumstances that might give rise to 
hypocrisy in the way we interact with other Christians?

How can we make sure we have Christians who will 
confront us on the hypocrisy they see in our lives? 

2.  Remember we are justified by faith, not by 
works (Gal. 2:15-18). 
15 We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; 16 yet 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.

17 But if, in our endeavor to be justified in Christ, we too were found 
to be sinners, is Christ then a servant of sin? Certainly not! 18 For if 
I rebuild what I tore down, I prove myself to be a transgressor.

Earlier, Paul said that Peter’s actions were a deviation from the truth of 
the gospel. Here he unpacks what he meant. When Christians act with 
prejudice toward others, we deny the very gospel we proclaim. We are 
justified by faith and nothing else: not our works, not our ethnic origin, 
nor any other standard. This is why Paul saw Peter’s hypocrisy as being so 
serious—the gospel was being denied. 

This was not an issue of believers openly denying the authority of 
Scripture or the uniqueness of Jesus. Peter had not suddenly become an 
atheist and abandoned his faith. Those are more obvious denials of the 
gospel. Instead, here we see, as Timothy George puts it, “The dilution and 
corruption of the gospel by those who wanted to add to the doctrine of 
grace a dangerous admixture of ‘something more.’ ” 8 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
72. Justification by Faith

Justification refers to the 
moment when a person 
is objectively declared 
righteous before God 
based on the righteousness 
of Christ’s atoning death 
(Rom. 8:33-34). This act 
of declaration takes place 
through faith in Christ and 
not as a result of human 
works or effort (Eph. 2:8-9). 
Through justification, 
a person is made to be 
in right standing before 
God, changing what was 
once an estranged and 
hostile relationship to 
one of adoption into the 
family of God.

 Further 
Commentary
“Theologically, Paul knew 
all people (not just Gentiles) 
are sinners (Rom. 3:23). He 
was likely using a phrase 
‘Gentile sinners’ that his 
opponents, who were ‘Jews 
by birth’ and apparently 
conceited about it, used 
to describe non-Jews…
Justification is a legal idea, 
meaning ‘to be declared 
(not made) righteous.’ 
‘Faith’ means trusting in the 
redemptive work of Jesus 
Christ on the cross…Paul’s 
opponents in Syrian Antioch 
and Galatia were apparently 
depicting his message of 
being ‘justified’ by faith 
in Jesus ‘Christ’ alone as 
‘lowering’ Jews spiritually to 
the level of being ‘sinners,’ 
which somehow would 
make ‘Christ…a promoter 
of sin’ (i.e., by making 
Jews common ‘sinners’). 
Paul’s response to this 
preposterous idea was 
the strongest possible 
negation—‘absolutely not!’ ” 9 

–A. Boyd Luter



14 Leader Guide  

The more covert nature of this denial of the gospel may, in many ways, 
make it even more dangerous as believers are anesthetized by a gradual 
dilution of the gospel rather than a frontal assault on truth. If left 
unchecked, the example of Peter would have continued to form a breach 
between Jewish and Gentile Christians and thus confused the gospel with 
personal preference. 

What are some words or actions from the church that 
distort the gospel? 

Paul’s main concern here was not a rift between two apostles or 
even between two groups of believers but the more important issue of 
salvation. There is only one way to be saved—faith in Jesus—and this 
is the only way for all peoples of all times in all places, whether Jew 
or Gentile. 

Paul’s words here may be what he had shared with Peter in his rebuke, 
and he shared them with the Galatians because they needed to be reminded 
of these truths as well. The Jewish believers had been given a great advantage 
in the law, a key way they were set apart from the Gentiles. And it was 
through their obedience to the law that they saw the Gentiles as “sinners”—
men and women who failed even to attempt to keep a single aspect of God’s 
law. But it was this same obedience—or more precisely, their failure and 
imperfection—that led these Jewish Christians to understand the law could 
not save them. This realization is proven in their faith in Christ, in their 
turning away from trusting in their own works that had once given them 
pride and their turning to Christ to save them from their sin. 

How then could a Jewish Christian, such as Peter, hold himself above 
his Gentile brothers and sisters? Where is there room in the gospel to treat 
Jewish believers and Gentile believers differently? When we fully grasp 
this, we are compelled to respond with humble surrender to the Lord. He 
rescued us from hell and gives us new life, hope, and peace with God as 
well as with others. In light of the cross of Christ, we recognize we are no 
better than anyone, regardless of our race, standing in society, or any other 
way we identify ourselves apart from the gospel. 

In verse 17, Paul asks a question that may have been raised by the 
Jewish brothers when they led Peter astray. If Jewish believers could eat with 
“Gentile sinners” who didn’t follow the law, wouldn’t that make the Jewish 
believers “sinners” too? And if that were the case, wouldn’t that make Jesus 
a promoter of sin since He had said that what you eat doesn’t make you 
unclean (Mark 7:19), just as the voice from heaven had commanded Peter 
to eat that which was previously unclean (Acts 10:13-15)? Paul’s response 
was strong and clear: “Absolutely not! Instead, sin would be to restore the 
restrictions that Jesus had removed!” 

 Further 
Commentary
“Peter, in finding 
acceptance with God 
in Christ, apparently 
failed to realize the 
comprehensiveness and 
sufficiency of the new 
covenant in Christ and 
life in the Spirit. To Paul, 
Christ’s work was complete 
and the law was thereby 
relegated to its proper time 
in history…Paul contends 
that Christian morality and 
life before God are not to 
be found in ‘observing the 
law’; rather, they are found 
in death and resurrection 
with Christ and in the 
‘fruit of the Spirit.’ True life 
before God, he argues, 
is through Christ and in 
the Spirit.” 10 

–Scot McKnight

 Voices from 
the Church
“The gospel is not 
‘reconcile yourselves.’ The 
gospel is ‘be reconciled.’ 
Receive reconciliation 
from God.” 11 

–R. Kent Hughes
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Paul saw Peter’s behavior as an affront to the gospel they preached. Yet 
we don’t see Paul rebuking someone with this vehemence because of the 
kind of clothing they wore or their hairstyle. So how do we determine 
when to rebuke and when to agree to disagree on an issue? Evangelicals 
have often grouped doctrines into a few categories to help make 
this distinction: 
•  Core Doctrines: These are the doctrines vital to the gospel and Christian 

faith, such as Jesus’ deity and humanity, the atonement, justification by 
faith, and the Trinity. When there is a belief or action that contradicts 
the gospel in its essence—at its core—it is a real problem that needs to 
be addressed swiftly and clearly. We cannot agree to disagree with these 
central doctrines of the faith. 

•  Convictions: These doctrines are not salvific in nature but are important 
and can frame much of how we understand God and live out the gospel. 
These second level doctrines often create various denominations. For 
example, believer’s baptism by immersion is a conviction to Baptists, but 
one can be a believer in Christ and be part of a tradition that sprinkles 
infants or adults. Believers who agree on the core doctrines can be 
brothers and sisters in Christ even while disagreeing on the second-level 
doctrine of baptism. 

•  Preferences: This distinction often refers to personal and diverse 
preferences in a local church that ought not hinder healthy fellowship 
between brothers and sisters in Christ. Differing views on worship style 
would be an example.

While these three levels should help unify believers around the gospel, 
too many churches become divided over preferences. That shouldn’t be the 
case. But matters of first-level importance, as we see here between Paul and 
Peter, must be clearly stated and defended.

What are some convictions or preferences that can 
wrongly creep up to be on par with core doctrines?

What benefits are there to emphasizing unity and 
appreciating our differences with one another on the 
levels of convictions and preferences? 

3.  Recognize that holiness is possible only when 
we are in Christ (Gal. 2:19-21). 

19 For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. 
20 I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ 
who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 21 I do not nullify the 
grace of God, for if righteousness were through the law, then Christ died 
for no purpose.

 Voices from 
Church History
“Our justification means 
not only that our sins 
are forgiven and that 
we have been declared 
to be righteous by God 
Himself, not merely that 
we were righteous at 
the moment when we 
believed, but permanently 
righteous. For justification 
means this also, that 
we are given by God the 
positive righteousness 
of His own Son, the Lord 
Jesus Christ.” 12 

–Martyn Lloyd-Jones 
(1899-1981)

 Further 
Commentary
“Not only is he dead to the 
law, Paul is also dead to 
himself, for he says ‘I have 
been crucified with Christ’ 
(2:20a). The Damascus 
road experience turned a 
persecutor of Christians 
into a missionary. Far 
from justification by faith 
encouraging believers to 
live a life focusing on their 
own pleasures, it leads to a 
death to self and Christlike 
life, for ‘I no longer live, but 
Christ lives in me’ (2:20b). 
There has been a change 
of masters. Justification 
by faith does not lead to a 
life without rules; but to a 
life in which the rules come 
from Christ.” 13 

–Samuel M. Ngewa
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In this passage, one of the most formative in my young Christian life, 
Paul declared how his life of holiness was the outflow of being united with 
Christ. As we have seen, Paul recognized the ability of the law to reveal 
our sin and the inability of the law to remove sin. That is why Paul “died 
to the law,” so that he “might live to God” (v. 19). 

Dying to the law is the negative; living for God is the positive. They 
both work hand-in-hand and show us the blessed catastrophe of the cross 
of Christ, the paradox of salvation. The way to life is through death. Christ 
made eternal life possible for us through His death, and we find life in 
Christ by losing ours. 

The verb tense Paul used here demonstrates that his dying in Christ 
had happened in the past but had not lost its effect. But what did Paul 
mean by dying to the law? Was he suggesting that we are anti-law, that we 
are free to live apart from all of God’s commands, or in other words, that 
anything goes? We know that isn’t the case because he speaks against it 
elsewhere in Galatians and in the rest of his letters. 

Paul was not saying that in Christ we are dead from the need to obey 
God; he was declaring that we have put the wrong view of that obedience 
to death. We die to the notion that our obedience can save us. We die to 
the notion that we are identified by our obedience. We die to what the 
Jewish men from James argued to Peter that led him astray. 

We are certainly not dead from looking to the law to understand 
God’s character and heart better and allowing that to frame how we live 
each day. The law shows us what it looks like to love God and love other 
people, and so, out of gratitude for what Christ has done and with joy, we 
live out the eternal truths of the law without relying on that obedience to 
save us, define us, or sustain us. 

What are some beliefs or practices we might trust in or 
find identity in to which we must die in order to live for God 
more fully? 

Because Paul died to the law and to himself, he experienced the 
positive aspect of those deaths—life. “It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me” (v. 20a). Obviously Paul wasn’t referring to his 
physical life, as if he had died physically when he trusted in Christ; he 
was speaking of the spiritual reality that guided his life. He explained this 
clearly in the next sentence: “And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (v. 20b). 
Christ had indwelled Paul, given him new life, and continued to empower 
him to live a life of holiness for the glory of God. The gospel that saves us 
is the same gospel that sanctifies us as we grow in our faith. 

 Further 
Commentary
“Paul’s former ‘self,’ the 
person Paul was before he 
trusted Christ, with all of 
his sinful goals and proud, 
self-exalting desires, came 
to a decisive end—he ‘died.’ 
‘It is no longer I who live’ 
does not mean that Paul 
has no personality of his 
own (all his writings show 
that he does) but that his 
own personal interests 
and goals no longer direct 
his life; rather, ‘Christ who 
lives in me’ now directs 
and empowers all that 
he does.” 14 

–Simon J. Gathercole

 Voices from 
Church History
“We are in mind and 
meditation to consider 
Christ crucified: and first, 
we are to believe that he 
was crucified for us. This 
being done, we must go 
yet further, and as it were 
spread ourselves on the 
cross of Christ, believing 
and withal beholding 
ourselves crucified 
with him.” 15 

–William Perkins  
(1558-1602)
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How do we live a life pleasing to God? Through Christ. How do we 
continue to put the desires of our flesh to death? Through Christ. How do 
we discern how to obey God without falling into the trap of legalism? 
Through Christ. 

Paul added the perfect conclusion to his line of thinking with verse 21. 
When others may try to void the grace of God and return to the law as a 
pathway for salvation, Paul reminds us once more of the weakness of the 
law to rescue sinners from sin. If the law could do such a feat, then Christ’s 
death was unnecessary, as if the Son of God robed Himself in flesh, came 
to earth, suffered, and died for no reason. But Christ had to die because 
there is no other way. And because of His death, we have been given the 
only way we can have eternal life—through faith in Him. 

How should remembering the gospel of Jesus help propel 
us toward holy living? 

Conclusion
Peter’s hypocrisy in withdrawing from eating with Gentile believers 

in Antioch probably didn’t seem to be that big of a problem, but Paul 
saw it for what it really was—a threat to the gospel proclaimed and lived. 
For this reason, Paul was quick to confront Peter and remind him of 
the gospel—the gospel that has brought all who trust in Christ into one 
family of faith. 

When we reflect on Paul’s rebuke of Peter, we need to see ourselves in 
the shoes of each one. Has God placed us as a “Paul” to help correct and 
guide someone else to live out and declare the gospel faithfully? Are we 
willing to take a bold and firm stand for truth because of our love for God 
and that person? Will we act on that? 

But at the same time, we need to look deeply within ourselves and see 
if we are living like Peter in any way. Are we asking the Holy Spirit to give 
us sight to see our blind spots, any prejudices or wrong views of others 
and any ways we are not declaring and living the gospel faithfully? Do we 
have people in our lives who will confront us in grace and truth when we 
succumb to hypocrisy, and are we listening to them? 

May we be faithful Pauls and humble Peters as we strive to live holy 
lives in faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: When Peter chose to separate himself 
from Gentile believers, he implicitly denied the truth of the gospel 
by his actions. Paul’s challenge reminds us that Christ alone is the 
source of our salvation and faith is the sign of it. Christ’s death in 
our place is the basis of our salvation, not our own works.

 Voices from 
Church History
“For as men’s outward 
dignities are naturally to be 
discovered by the outward 
signs with which they are 
invested, so ours ought to 
be discernible by the soul. 
That is, the believer ought 
to be manifest not by the 
gift only, but also by the 
new life.” 16 

–John Chrysostom  
(circa 347-407) 

 Voices from 
the Church
“The gospel of justifying 
faith means that 
while Christians are, in 
themselves still sinful 
and sinning, yet in Christ, 
in God’s sight, they are 
accepted and righteous. 
So we can say that we are 
more wicked than we ever 
dared believe, but more loved 
and accepted in Christ than 
we ever dared hope—at the 
very same time. This creates 
a radical new dynamic for 
personal growth. It means 
that the more you see your 
own flaws and sins, the 
more precious, electrifying, 
and amazing God’s grace 
appears to you. But on 
the other hand, the more 
aware you are of God’s 
grace and acceptance in 
Christ, the more able you 
are to drop your denials 
and self-defenses and 
admit the true dimensions 
and character of your sin.” 17 

–Timothy Keller
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “Living in Line with the Gospel”—Chapter 4 from Galatians for You 
by Timothy Keller

 - “Christ Above Culture”—Article by Tony Evans; find a link to this article 
at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “Paul Versus Peter,” 
can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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Toward Faithfulness 
in the Gospel

Tip of the Week
Over Prepare, Then Limit Yourself 

“Never before has so much information been available so easily. You can 
access commentaries, teaching plans, and sermons from hundreds of 
resources online. You’ll quickly find out which resources best serve your 
own preparation, and you’ll return to those again and again. No longer 
will you struggle to fill your group time but to limit your scope. That 
limitation is important or your group will simply become the means by 
which you show everybody how smart you are. That’s a fail. Instead, 
articulate to yourself in writing what your main point is, after deriving it 
from your personal study. Then use that main point as a gate for all the 
other information.” 18 

Sermon

Sandy Willson: “Apostolic Confrontation: The Exclusive Sufficiency of Christ” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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GOAL
Over the course of three years, participants will journey from Genesis to Revelation and discover how 
God’s plan of redemption unfolds throughout Scripture and still today, compelling them to join the 
mission of God.

PLAN OVERVIEW
Fall 2015 The Story Begins God the Creator (Genesis 1–11)

  God the Covenant-Maker (Genesis 12–50)

Winter 2015-16 God Delivers God the Redeemer (Exodus)

  God the Lawgiver (Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy)

Spring 2016 The Promised Land God the Savior (Numbers, Joshua)

  God the Judge (Judges, Ruth, 1 Samuel)

Summer 2016 A Kingdom Established God the King (1–2 Samuel)

  God All Wise (1 Kings, Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes)

Fall 2016 Prophets and Kings God the Revealer (1–2 Kings, Isaiah)

  God the Pursuer (Prophets, 2 Chronicles)

Winter 2016-17 Exile and Return God the Sustainer (Daniel, Ezra)

  God the Provider (Esther, Nehemiah, Malachi)

Spring 2017 The Rescue Begins God the Son (Gospels)

  God Among Us (Gospels)

Summer 2017 Stories and Signs Jesus the Storyteller (Synoptic Gospels)

  Jesus the Miracle-Worker (Gospels)

Fall 2017 Jesus Saves Jesus the Savior (Gospels)

  Jesus the Risen King (Gospels, Acts)

Winter 2017-18 The Church on Mission The Spirit Who Empowers (Acts)

  The God Who Sends (Acts)

Spring 2018 Letters to God’s People The God Who Directs His People (Epistles)

  The God Who Changes Us (Epistles)

 Coming Next Quarter

Summer 2018 Come, Lord Jesus God’s Prisoner (Acts, Epistles)

  The God Who Makes All Things New (Epistles, Revelation)

Scope and Sequence



FREE RESOURCES
FOR GROUP LEADERS

PDF

We believe in group leaders. So we are offering free resources to help you be even more 

effective in your ministry. Please visit LifeWay.com/FreeLeaderResources to gain access  

to all of this:

- The complete January Bible Study Deuteronomy: A Challenge to a New Generation

- The eBook 3 Roles for Guiding Groups: Teacher, Shepherd, Leader by David Francis 

- How to Lead a Small Group PDF download by Chris Surratt

- 7 Realities of Experiencing God excerpt

- A Daily Discipleship Guide devotional excerpt 

- Helpful information from the Groups Matter and 5LQ Podcasts

- Tips and advice for group leaders from the Groups Ministry Blog
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Why Are We Here?
by Ken Braddy

Nehemiah: Building  
a Life of Service
by Sam Rainer

BibleStudiesForLife.com

Scripture: 2 Samuel

General Editor: Jason Allen

LifeWay.com/ExploreTheBible

Create your own Bible studies 
in minutes. Choose from 1,200+ 
text-based and video-enhanced 
studies on more than 400 topics 
from all 66 books of the Bible. 
Visit the website for a free trial.

SmallGroup.com

 Web: GospelProject.com     Twitter: @Gospel_Project      Facebook: TheGospelProject

Want to use The Gospel Project with other age groups? 
Preview The Gospel Project for Kids and Students at GospelProject.com.

And now you can choose the Bible translation that appears in your study.

VOLUME 12

COME, LORD JESUS
Unit 1  God’s Prisoner (Acts, Epistles)
WRITER: Christian George

Unit 2  The God Who Makes All Things 
New (Epistles, Revelation)

WRITERS: Robert Smith Jr. and Brandon SmithComing Up Next
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