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Two weeks ago we learned that there are three rkigds of conflict in the church: positive,
negative, and neutral. Then last week we examireaba of negative conflict—one stirred up by
divisive politics in the Church. Today we turn @itention to a case of positive conflict, one in
which the motive of the person who stirred it upswaod, his method of tackling the problem was
correct, and the results were a significant benefihe church. It is essential that we understand
the differences between these kinds of conflict imaatt to each kind in an appropriate fashion.

Today we will be addressing a major doctrinal aohthat hit the early church. So major was it
that it might be calle@he Heavyweight Bout of the Early Chur@len years ago Jan and Andy
and | attended the EFCA National Conference, whighpened to be held in Palm Springs that
year. We flew to Las Vegas because the airfare fsbrhouis was so much cheaper and rented a
car to drive the rest of the way. We stayed onatragthe MGM Hotel in Las Vegas. It just
happened to be the same night that Mike Tyson igasiig Evander Holyfield at the same hotel.
Some of you will recall that at that particularHiglyson was especially hungry and chewed the
ear off his opponent. We didn’t see the fight, Wwatsaw a lot of the commotion that fight
generated. Tyson, of course, was suspended fromgdpard his $30 million purse was withheld.

Sadly, this kind of theater of the absurd seentsetpar for the course for the sport of boxings|t i
not my favorite sport; in fact, | wouldn't crosetstreet to watch a boxing match. But | thought |
would appeal to boxing as a useful extended metaphehich to dress today's Scripture passage,
which in just four short verses covers one of treagchurch fights of the first century. Let’s read
Galatians 2:11-14:

When Peter came to Antioch, | opposed him to lois, flaecause he was clearly in
the wrong. Before certain men came from Jamessbd to eat with the Gentiles. But
when they arrived, he began to draw back and sepdrinself from the Gentiles because
he was afraid of those who belonged to the circaimgigroup. The other Jews joined him
in his hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy evemrabas was led astray.

When | saw that they were not acting in line wité truth of the gospel, | said to
Peter in front of them all, "You are a Jew, yet iga like a Gentile and not like a Jew.
How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to folldewish customsPhis is the Word of the
Lord.

Once again | want to read this same brief text fidra Message
Later, when Peter came to Antioch, | had a facét® confrontation with him
because he was clearly out of line. Here's theasitn. Earlier, before certain persons had
come from James, Peter regularly ate with the nens] But when that conservative group
came from Jerusalem, he cautiously pulled backmnds much distance as he could
manage between himself and his non-Jewish frieffus's how fearful he was of the



conservative Jewish clique that's been pushinglti@ystem of circumcision.
Unfortunately, the rest of the Jews in the Antiokhbrch joined in that hypocrisy so that
even Barnabas was swept along in the charade.

But when | saw that they were not maintaining adye straight course according
to the Message, | spoke up to Peter in front afntlad: "If you, a Jew, live like a non-Jew
when you're not being observed by the watchdogs ferusalem, what right do you have
to require non-Jews to conform to Jewish custorsistumake a favorable impression on
your old Jerusalem cronies?"

Now | want us to pay close attention to the conkeexte in Galatians 2. In the opening paragraphs
of the chapter Paul takes a rather dim view of tghassuccession and absolute ecclesiastical
authority. He tells us about a trip he made toskam where he had a private audience with the
leaders of the church there, including James, Rei@dohn. Then in verse 6 he shares with us his
evaluation of the results of this meeting: "As tltoose who seemed to be important—whatever they
were makes no difference to me; God does not jbggexternal appearance—those men added
nothing to my message."

He’s speaking about the Apostles, but he isn'hgyo undermine respect for them; rather he's
simply affirming that one's position in the chudiesn't make one infallible, nor does it give
anyone the right to supercede the authority of3bspel. Now | believe the Apostles were
inspired when they were writing Scripture, but test of the time they were perfectly capable of
making errors and misjudgments, just like the oésis.

Here’s the point: It is dangerous to become awekthy ecclesiastical authorities and to consider
them infallible. Why? Because sometimes they a@ngrIn fact, we are going to discover that
one of the greatest churchmen ever (an Apostléesy in fact, the Apostle that some believe to
be the first Pope), was guilty of hypocrisy andstn need of public censure. More importantly
we're going to find that another great leader cameough to confront him. The Church is richer
because of the resulting Heavyweight Bout. Lettgrbwith the fight card.

The Fight card

The contendersincluded the reigning heavyweight champion, who wasittle-scarred
veteran named “Rocky Johnson.” His first name waigadly a nickname, Petros in Greek. His
last name was Johnson, or Son of John. We knovbhkiter as the Apostle Peter. He had emerged
from the earthly ministry of Jesus as theefactoleader of the Twelve. His record was not
unblemished, but in recent years he had experiemegy more victories than defeats. His fan
following was quite large. At the first great Chlarcouncil in Jerusalem, which is recorded in Acts
15, it was Peter who carried the day in favor efdloctrine of salvation by grace alone. When
Peter spoke, people listened.

His challenger was a 95-pound weakling named Raslightly younger contemporary of Peter
and a man with considerably less exposure in thecth Never a member of the Twelve, he
nevertheless called himself an “Apostle” and cadtually set forth a pretty mean argument for
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being one. But his background was highly suspetilé\Peter was evangelizing thousands in the
early days of the church, Paul was busy persec@mmgstians as fast as he could round them up.
His conversion was initially greeted with the sasoet of skepticism that would result from a
report today that Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had been agamn.

Nevertheless, in the 17 or 18 years since his asive Paul had shown himself to be a real
champion of his adopted Christian faith, and whierarely showed up at Headquarters
(Jerusalem), he was making quite a stir in theymglareas. In fact, he had just completed a major
missionary thrust into Asia Minor and reports of Buccess were coming from many sources. He
had fought several major bouts against opponerttsediaith, most of them against tremendous
odds, but he seemed to come out a winner every time

The locationof this particular fight was Antioch in Syria. Pauld Barnabas had been
doing evangelistic work in this great city for sealeyears. And this is where the disciples were
first called Christians. It was a major city in thiecient world and very important to the early
development of the Christian faith.

The date | believe (though there is some debate on thee)ssas about 49 or 50 A.D.,
within a year or two after the Great Jerusalem Cowescribed in the previous ten verses, and
less than 20 years after the death and resurreatidesus.

The mediawere there, too (aren't they always?) | deduceftbis the strong impression
given by the text in Gal. 2 that reports of thghti had already reached the Galatian churches, to
whom Paul is writing. Only the reports were digtdr{which shouldn't surprise anyone familiar
with the media). Look at verse 11. It doesn't raadf Paul is giving them their first information
about this incident. He doesn't say, "Once upama Peter came to Antioch and | opposed him to
his face,” but "when he came | opposed because . ." and then he goes on to explain the facts
of the situation. | think Paul is attempting to remt the reports already made of this event in the
churches of Galatia.

It's time we did some background work on this Bpatticularly regarding the reigning champion.
The background of the reigning champion

Peter started his career under a great managet'm thinking, of course, of Jesus
Himself. And I’'m thinking of the training He offedeHis disciples in one particular area of
Christian thought and practice—that racism ands@das and sexism are all antithetical to the
Gospel. When Jesus called Peter from his caresfiaserman to a new career as a champion of
truth, He began the painfully slow process of canwig Peter that the Gospel was for anyone who
would believe.

At first Christ communicated this primarily by expla as He spent the bulk of His own time
ministering to those whom Peter was brought upetete were outcasts and hopeless—Gentiles,
women, lepers, tax gatherers, the poor, the derssgssed, and so forth. Peter was a slow
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learner, and at times he tried to isolate Jesums thmse who were unclean, but eventually he came
to realize that the good news of salvation waslalta to all who believed.

Still Peter had a ways to go. It was one thingdimia that Gentiles could be saved. It was quite
another to treat them as brothers in Christ. Argbaaallel might be drawn to many American
white churches in our nation's past. AlImost no iortbese churches denied that black people
could be saved, but many refused to treat thengaal érothers and sisters in Christ. Nor were
they welcome in white churches. | clearly remendbbtack couple coming to the Bible church we
attended in Dallas in 1967. Several people gotngoraoved when they sat down. That was fairly
normal in evangelical churches in the south, aatlwas just forty years ago!

Because of Peter’s prejudice toward Gentiles, Gamildéd to give him some special training in
this matter in Joppa.

He began his special training in JoppaThe story is recorded for us in Acts 10, and &hil
I’m sure you are familiar with it, let me retellhery briefly. About noon one day Peter went up to
the roof of his house to pray. He fell into a tranand saw heaven open and something like a large
sheet being let down to earthy by its four cornershat sheet were all kinds of unclean animals—
not dirty animals but non-kosher animals. A voigle thim, “Get up, Peter. Kill these animals and
eat them.” He responded, “I've never eaten anytthiag wasn't kosher in my whole life.” The
voice reprimanded him, “Don’t call anything unclghat God has made clean.”

This happened three times (I guess Peter was alstoner). Then suddenly the sheet went back
up into heaven. Not surprisingly Peter was bafflbdut what the meaning of all this was. At the
very same time three men arrived at the door ohthese asking for Peter. They were a delegation
from Caesarea, sent by a man named Cornelius tarmenof the Italian Regiment. He was a
devout, God-fearing man, generous and a man go/eralyer, but he wasn'’t a Christian yet. He
too had a vision which told him to send men to doind a man named Peter, and bring him back
to Caesarea. The Holy Spirit told Peter it was @kd so Peter invited these Gentiles into his
house as his guests, without a doubt the first tmtes life he had entertained Gentile guests in
his home.

Two days later Peter was in Caesarea being emedan the home of Cornelius, without a doubt
the first time in his life he had been a guest Geatile home. Listen to what Peter said to the
large gathering of friends Cornelius brought toHosne to meet Peter: “You are well aware that it
is against our law for a Jew to associate with atieor visit him. But God has shown me that |
should not call any man impure or unclean. So wiats sent for, | came without raising any
objection” (Acts 10:28-29).

Well, not exactly without any objection, but whata@mazing act of courage for Peter. And what
an amazing result! Cornelius and all his friendseneonverted, were filled with the Holy Spirit,
and were even baptized. All because Peter waswgilb change his entire cultural orientation in
favor of a truly biblical view of the fact that tiggound is level at the foot of the Cross.
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And if only he had adhered to what he learned tired®ppa there would never have been a fight
in Antioch. But unfortunately . . .

Peter violated training rules in Antioch. Peter traveled to Antioch for ministry. When he
first arrived in Antioch he made a habit of stayingsentile Christian homes, eating with Gentile
Christians, and worshiping with Gentile ChristiaHg. fully accepted the integration of the Body
of Christ, treating Gentile believers as his bragrend sisters. UNTIL, that is, a delegation adive
in Antioch from Jerusalem.

Galatians 2:12 tells us that "certain men came flames." | suspect this was a group of Jewish
Christians from Jerusalem who came to Antioch &hsmwv things were going or to take part in a
missions conference. We don't know for sure why tteame, but we do know for sure that they
were conservative, legalistic, and separatisti@ ldason why the church in Jerusalem was so
conservative is that it was racially almost enyirggwish. To reach other Jews they tried to avoid
any unnecessary offence to Jewish people. Ther#feyekept the Mosaic Law and followed
Jewish customs and culture as much as possible.

The problemwas that they expected Gentile Christians livingptially different circumstances to
also keep Jewish laws and customs. It would be &frike an American missionary who
practiced abstaining from alcohol going to Germaoignting a church, and demanding that all
new converts abstain from drinking beer if they tarbe members of the Church.

At any rate, this delegation from Jerusalem, asmganformed in verse 12, stirred up fear in
Peter's heart and produced a very unfortunate ehangs behavior. Proverbs 29:25 says, "The
fear of man brings a snare. But he who trustserLibrd will be exalted.” Peter developed a fear of
man. Why was he afraid? Well, if this delegaticonirJerusalem saw him eating with Gentiles he
might not be invited to speak at the next Annuabgtfes Bible Conference in Jerusalem. The
honoraria he counted on might begin to dry up.béisk and video sales might fall off. | don't
know, but for some reason he feared the conseesmtAnd he yielded to their pressure.

You know, this is not the first time the fear ofmgot to Peter. During Jesus Christ's trial he was
identified by a little servant girl as one of Jéslisciples, and with an oath he denied it three
times. He didn’'t abandon his beliefs about Jesusirhply lacked the courage to stand up for his
convictions. The same is true here in Antioch. Rgsn’'t accuse Peter of heresy so much as
hypocrisy, which is feigning to believe what oneedmot believe. I'm sure | have mentioned
before that the Greek word for hypocrisy paint®eywivid word picture. It literally means "to
speak from down under," and it describes how aatsesl to communicate. They would hold up a
mask on a stick and speak from down under the nietler was wearing a mask to suit his
audience.

Ralph Keiper, a veteran Bible teacher from Denparaphrases Peter's mistake graphically:
“Peter, | smell ham on your breath. You forgot yaerts. There was a time when
you wouldn't eat ham because you thought it woe&bkyou out of heaven. Then after you
understood God's grace in Christ it didn't matteyou ate ham. But now when the no-ham
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eaters have come from Jerusalem you have gonetbgdur kosher ways. But the smell of
ham lingers on your breath. You are most inconsiste

Friends, this whole scene raises for each of usithreumental issue of personal integrity. Are we
one person at church and another person at wdak&W¥ a man who went to enormous lengths to
hide the fact that he was addicted to tobacco. bi@ddvexcuse himself from any meeting that
lasted longer than an hour, grab a smoke, and taciesmelling like he had used Lysol for
mouthwash. He kept air freshener in his car andaégd his constant coughing as allergies. And
to this day I'm sure he thinks | didn’t know he &®ad. The funny thing about it was that | was less
concerned about his smoking than about his hypadrigsould have had more respect for him if

he lit up a stogie in my presence.

On the other hand, | remember so well visiting loest friends, Jim and Diane Brower, in a little
town north of Paris where they were missionariesvi@lve years. They always served a glass of
wine with their evening meal, but toward the endwif stay with them some other guests arrived—
a deacon and his wife from their home church, & genservative independent Baptist church
back in Michigan—the church from which they receiviee largest amount of their support.

| remember the discussion Jim and Diane had abbeather they should they hide the wine rack
when this couple came to their house. To theiritthdy decided, "No," and when we all sat
down at the evening meal they asked everyone, aghea&r normal custom, "Would you like a
glass of wine?" To their surprise the deacon asdwvifie said, "Yes." The Browers refused to be
hypocrites and their fears turned out to be groessll

The issue is not the habit itself, whether oneslidg with eating ham with Gentiles, smoking,
drinking wine or anything else that is not categalty forbidden in Scripture; the issue is the
hypocrisy involved in pretending to be somethingase not.

Peter's actions had a ripple effect upon other traiees (13) No man is an island.
Especially is that true of those in leadership.udgl this time the Jewish Christians in Antioch
had been quite content to worship and fellowshiprity with Gentile Christians. But when a man
of Peter's stature set an example of discriminatlumrest of the Jewish Christians followed suit.
Paul goes on to say (I believe with a good deatwérd pain) that the results were far-reaching.
Verse 13 reads, "The other Jews joined him in yobrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even
Barnabas was led astray."”

Barnabas was Paul's closest companion. Barnabathevase who had recruited him to come to
Antioch in the first place. Butven Barnabagvas influenced to follow Peter’'s example of racism
and segregation.

The Fight Itself

It started when Paul publicly challenged the ChampRocky Johnson, to put up his dukes. Why
did he do so, especially in public? Surely, Petas wrong, we've already seen that. But we don't



call people down publicly every time they commlitée mistake, at least not if we care to
maintain unity in the Church.

The problem is that this wast just a little mistake.

Paul publicly challenged the Champion because theakes were high and no one else
was willing to do it. In fact, the Gospel itself was at stake. Notice vense 14 puts it: "l saw that
they were not straightforward about the truth & @ospel.” Well, how can eating or not eating
with certain groups amount to a distortion of thes@el? The last part of verse 14 makes it clear
that the Gentiles were interpreting Peter's withvddgrom them as a clear signal that if they
desired to be accepted as brothers in Christ theynhad to first obey Jewish laws and customs. In
fact, they were feeling compelled to become Jevierbe¢hey could become Christians, to go by
Mt. Sinai on the way to Mt. Calvary! And that isrbsy! Just as is anything we add to the
simplicity of the Gospel. There are those who saty must be baptized in order to be saved.
Others say you must belong to this church or théiet saved. That too is heresy.

Paul had to challenge Peter because no one elseililag to. No one else had the guts to stand
up to someone as important as the Apostle Petetedifdm he was a hypocrite or challenge the
theology behind his hypocrisy. It takes a mightyrageous and discerning person to do such a
thing. We need people in the church who are wiltmgtand up to their pastor, their favorite radio
preacher, Billy Graham, or anyone else and telhthigey've blown it. This one solitary act of
courage on the part of Paul probably changed ttieeaourse of church histoty.

Well, what was the outcome of this Heavyweight Baumyway? You're going to be disappointed
if you like a good fight, especially after this emwmus build-up I've given it today, because the
fight never even came off.

The results of this challenge were:

Result #1: Peter forfeited the fight when he realied that was the only way to winPaul had
caught Peter with guilt written all over his faeed there was only one smart thing to do—accept
what he had coming! Not one word of protest comesifhis lips. | imagine his reaction was
much the same as his reaction in the courtyardagdfhas’ palace, when he began to weep.

| like this disciple Rocky Johnson. He was a reahnThe church today is full of prima donnas

too big for their pastoral britches, men who aggber than the churches they serve. How many are
willing to receive a rebuke from an inferior, oreevan equal, and publicly say, "l admit it. | was
wrong"? Peter could and did. He swallowed his padd forfeited the fight.

Result #2: Paul was able to put his detractors inheir place. Let's not forget why this whole
incident appears in Galatians in the first plats.not an ego trip for the Apostle Paul. Nor was
this story added by Martin Luther in an attemptibolermine the Roman Catholic teaching that
Peter was the first Pope. The reason Paul inclidesncident is that it is an important link ireth
chain of his defense of the Gospel.



The Judaizers claimed Paul’s teaching of salvdiipgrace was a recent distortion by a
self-appointed apostle. But here he shows whegphtef of the Jerusalem apostles, Peter, and he
had a confrontation over the Gospel, it was Petrhimself, who had to back down and admit he
was wrong.

Result #3: The truth of the Gospel was vindicatedThe real winner, of course, was the Gospel
of salvation by grace alone through faith alon€lhmist alone.

Now there are many directions we could go todayhy of application. | would like for us to
focus for just a few moments on some . . .

Principles of fair fighting in the Church

1. Make sure your brother or sister is wrong | have been rebuked on more than one occasion by
someone who was simply ignorant of important faBtshave you. And, | regret to say, | have

done the same more often than | would like to adrwiv awfully important it is to find out the

facts before we make judgments.

Leslie Flynn tells the story of a young businessworwho arrived half an hour late to speak to a
Bible study group. Immediately the friend who imdther took her aside and admonished her for
keeping these first-time-attending, non-Christiaighbors waiting for so long. Then the
businesswoman explained, "My car was hit by a deardkriver. | could not leave till the police
came; also a wrecker was needed for my badly dadnzaye | should have gone to the hospital, for
| ache all over, but | refused the ambulance draret got a taxi here." Make sure your brother (or
sister) is wrong before you rebuke him.

2. Make sure the issue is worth fighting overAll of us manifest inconsistencies in our lives
regularly. It sure wouldn't take a Sherlock Holn@$&ind fault with my life, my attitudes, or my
viewpoints. But if we waste all our bullets shogtix birds and rodents, we're not going to have
any ammo left when the big game comes along. Peamhé listen to us. We lose our credibility
when we yell "wolf" too often.

3. Examine your own actions and motives firstit's a psychological fact that human beings tend
to spot sins in other people's lives of which they guilty themselves. In a Connecticut town 53
residents signed a petition to stop reckless dyiain their streets. The police set a speed tra@and
few nights later five violators were caught. Alldiwere signers of the complaint!

Motives, too, are crucial. | know from personal erpnce that it's very easy to find fault with
those of whom we are jealous. Don't confront andtlediever unless you are sure that your
motives are for the restoration of that believed tire protection of the purity of the Church.

4. Fight in the proper place The best way to confront another believer is tacace. Verse 11
reads, "l opposed him to his face." Oh, but theeenauch easier and more effective ways to
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oppose someone that don't risk a fight. Mentioniggmatter as a public prayer request, or giving
the person the cold shoulder can work wonders.oldh@nonymous letter route is a favorite of
some. But none of these are godly ways. Paul sigigbosed Peter to his face.

| once received a letter from a young lady in dusrch explaining that she had a rather serious
disagreement with me over something | had taughtsarmon. | want to read the last paragraph of
her letter. After explaining how she felt | was wegp she wrote:
Pastor Mike, | respect you . . . | have learnedrsah from you and I look forward to
learning more. | just wanted you to know that teisching causes me problems. | know
there is no way for you to know unless | tell y@espectfully, . . ."

| really appreciated that. Some people might haselgft the church over the issue. Others would
have perhaps undermined my teaching behind my I&itkothers would just quit communicating
and give me the cold shoulder. But she came tondesaid, "l disagree." At least | had the
opportunity to talk it over with her and see whetbtee of us was misunderstanding the other.

But there's another issue here. Not only did Pppbee Peter to his face, but he also rebuked him
in the presence of all. Now rarely is that necgssard Paul isn't advocating it here &ery
confrontation. But Peter's hypocrisy was public #retefore the rebuke, to benefit the church, had
to be public. I think the principle to be observese is this: a rebuke should go as far but no
further than the sin which is being rebuked. Pusils should be rebuked publicly; private ones
privately.

5. Learn to lose well This is, of course, for those of us who are oamtd and who realize,
though it is terribly hard to admit, that we areong. It takes really a big person to admit it. Ysear
after this incident in Gal. 2:11-14 the Apostled?etrote the book we know as 2 Peter. In the third
chapter he wrote a touching tribute to his oppoimettie Heavyweight Bout. I'm reading from
verses 14-16:

So then, dear friends, since you are looking foduarthis, make every effort to be
found spotless, blameless and at peace with hiar. iBemind that our Lord's patience
means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul alsote you with the wisdom that God
gave him. He writes the same way in all his leitspgaking in them of these matters. His
letters contain some things that are hard to untderd, which ignorant and unstable
people distort, as they do the other Scriptureshé&r own destruction.

Here he acknowledges Paul as a deeper scholahitmself, but, more importantly, calls him a
"beloved brother." Having learned to lose well heed up a winner, as did the Church of Jesus
Christ.

Now I'm sure most of you would agree with thesefprinciples. But keeping them in mind and
practicing them will take a power greater than ahys can drum up consistently. Friend, we
don’t have to drum it up. The Holy Spirit lives hih us and gives us the power to live in
obedience to such principles. Why try to do it @uryown when you have such amazing help?
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| close with the following observation: The Gospg&lGrace is worth fighting for. After all, Jesus
deemed it worth dying for. But we must learn tdfign right way, at the right time, and in the
right spirit. If we do, God can use us to protéet integrity of His Church.

i. | would suppose that Barnabas' personality leadeshing to do with his action here, which
might help to explain, though not excuse him. Hs @l encourager, a man with a very loving
nature, and no doubt he hated to disappoint fesds. But a love that is not strengthened by the
steel of theological conviction can be wishy-wadbye of the most important lessons we learn
from the book of Galatians is that our commitmentrtith can never be merely intellectual. It
must be heart-felt and genuine. Otherwise we camai@ harm than good to the cause of

Christ

ii. One of the key couples who helped us plantctigrch in St. Louis came to the church just
about a month after we arrived there. They camm fmaother church where they had found
Christ and where they had grown considerably. Batething happened at that church that
caused this couple, young as they were in the, feathut down a marker and say, “We can't
allow that.” The pastor had appointed a man aslder&vho didn’t believe in the deity of Christ.
When they learned this they went to the pastorsad “How can a man be an Elder if he
doesn't believe in the deity of Christ?” The padaid, “Trust me. | think he’ll come around
over time; he’s got great leadership potential @edlon’t want to lose him.” This couple
determined they couldn’t follow that kind of spuratl leadership, left that church, and became
key leaders in ours.



