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Introduction:  During the 1st century there had been Gentile converts coming

into the Christian Church; however, the church really started to change in its ethnic

make-up right after Pentecost.  There was persecution that caused the Church to

be scatttered and grow.  Wherever the church has been put under pressure by

society it seems to grow more than when it is left alone or ignored as irrelevant.

In Acts 8 when there were new believers in Samaria, the Apostles, Peter and

John, were sent out from Jerusalem to confirm the legitimacy of the faith of these

halfbreed Jews.  Later, Peter, in Acts 10, would be called upon by God Himself, to

deliver the gospel message to the Gentiles.  After hearing the Good News about

Jesus, they believed, received the Holy Spirit, were baptized and then were fully

accepted by the Jerusalem Church leaders.

Acts 11:18 (ESV)  18 When they heard these things they fell silent.  And they glorified

God, saying, “Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads to life.”

Greeks were brought the good news about Jesus by some unnamed missionaries.

Acts 11:20-21 (ESV)  20 But there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene,

who on coming to Antioch spoke to the Hellenists also, preaching the Lord Jesus.

21 And the hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number who believed

turned to the Lord.

This time the Jerusalem Church sent Barnabas to investigate.

Acts 11:22-23 (ESV)  22 The report of this came to the ears of the church in

Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch.  23 When he came and saw the

grace of God, he was glad, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord

with steadfast purpose,

The Church rejoiced over the conversions that were happening in the Gentile

world.  In fact we see Barnabas and Paul turning most of their attention to

evangelizing non-Jews.

Acts 13:46 (ESV)  46 And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, “It was

necessary that the word of God be spoken first to you. Since you thrust it aside and

judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles.



After this Paul and Barnabas go on the first missionary expedition and it proves

very fruitful.  All of this missionary activity and even their success was received

well for the most part until “the trickle of Gentile converts became a torrent”

(Stott, The Message of Acts, p.240).

Whenever there is rapid growth in any organized group there will be a number of

problems that can arise.  Here in the Jerusalem Church there was a group of

probably well-meaning members who wanted to keep things the way they had

always been.

To deal with the problem, the church in Antioch took the initiative to try and get a

clear understanding from the respected leadership in Jerusalem of where the

church should be going.

With regard to the Jerusalem church, John Stott remarks:  “Was their vision big

enough to see the gospel of Christ not as a reform movement within Judaism but

as good news for the whole world, and the church of Christ not as (a ) Jewish sect

but as the international family of God” (Stott, p.241)

Haenchen in his commentary on Acts writes “Chapter 15 is the turning point,

‘centerpiece’ and ‘watershed’ of the book...” (Stott, p.241).  This is the last time

we will hear Peter in the book of Acts, and missionary activity to the Gentiles is

increased by Paul and Barnabas although separately.

None of this would have happened without:

I.  Debate (Acts 15:1-5)

Acts 15:1-5 (ESV)  1 But some men came down from Judea and were teaching the

brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you

cannot be saved.”  2 And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and

debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to

go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question.  3 So, being

sent on their way by the church, they passed through both Phoenicia and Samaria,

describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great joy to all the

brothers.  4 When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and

the apostles and the elders, and they declared all that God had done with them.  5

But some believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees rose up and said,

“It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the law of Moses.”

A.  Do you have to be circumcised and follow the Mosaic law to be saved?



Well, that is what the men from Judea were saying.  They were basically saying to

Gentiles that they needed to become Jews before they could become Christians.

They were adding law to the new covenant which was really about grace.  The

men were not necessarily from Jerusalem and did not have the authority of the

leaders from Jerusalem, but may have been name-dropping or acting like they

had been commissioned.  It says in v. 5 they belonged to the party of the Pharisees.

Paul also had been a Pharisee, but since his conversion Paul had come to a different

view of salvation.  Even the Jews knew that the Law could not save a person.

In Luke’s gospel, as well as his book of church history (Acts), joy is the most

appropriate response to news of someone being saved - not suspicion.

This questioning about the salvation of certainly some of Paul and Barnabas’

converts created what is called a “sharp dispute” with these men from Judea.  It

became such a problem that the two missionaries were willing to travel some 500

miles (i.e., to Jerusalem and back) to get it worked out.  This was an important

issue, and not something you ignore hoping it will go away - or that the controversy

might die down.

B.  The Church’s position had been that a person is saved by faith in Jesus

      and His resurrection, apart from the law (Gal. 2:15-16).

Had that changed?  Paul and Barnabas were going to find out if they were right in

their thinking.

In today’s theological arena there is certainly an on-going debate as to how a

person comes to be saved.  Every church has their own well-thought out answer.

Many churches are (what is called) sacramental in nature like the Roman Catholics.

And even the Christian Church say that a person cannot be saved without baptism

if he or she has come to the “age of accountability.”  Other evangelical groups say

no and that a person can only be saved by faith through God’s grace alone.  They

teach that baptism is no more than a sign of the new covenant - much like

circumcision was for the Jew.  We teach that the Bible clearly teaches that

baptism is for the removal of sin.  So there are some differences even today about

the most important question one can ask:  How can I be saved?

The clearest understanding I can give you is we believe the Bible teaches that we

are saved by grace, through faith, and in baptism.



After this sharp dispute was settled, the church grew rapidly, but none of this

would have happened without:

II.  Four Apostles Wading In (Acts 15:6-21)

A.  Peter (vv.7-11)

First to jump in was Peter or Simeon (Simon) as we was called.  He had had

experience in these matters, and he was a Jew.

Acts 15:6-11 (ESV)  6 The apostles and the elders were gathered together to consider

this matter.  7 And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to

them, “Brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you,

that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe.  8

And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them, by giving them the Holy

Spirit just as he did to us,  9 and he made no distinction between us and them,

having cleansed their hearts by faith.  10 Now, therefore, why are you putting God

to the test by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers

nor we have been able to bear?  11 But we believe that we will be saved through the

grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.”

Peter makes three points:

1.  God chose him to deliver the Good News about Jesus to the Gentiles.

2.  God demonstrated His acceptance of the Gentiles by the gift of the Holy

     Spirit given in the same way as it was given to Jewish believers.

3.  God purified the Gentiles’ hearts, i.e. God made the Gentiles clean.

All of this without requiring circumcision or compliance with the Mosaic Law.

So... if God accepted the Gentiles by faith, why can’t we? is the argument.

B.  Barnabas and Paul (v.12)

Acts 15:12 (ESV)  12 And all the assembly fell silent, and they listened to Barnabas

and Paul as they related what signs and wonders God had done through them

among the Gentiles.

They must have told about their first missionary journey and how the Gentiles

were responding to the gospel and the way God was working through them.



C.  James (vv. 13-21)

Acts 15:13-21 (ESV)  13 After they finished speaking, James replied, “Brothers,

listen to me.  14 Simeon has related how God first visited the Gentiles, to take from

them a people for his name.  15 And with this the words of the prophets agree, just

as it is written,  16 “‘After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent of David that

has fallen; I will rebuild its ruins, and I will restore it, 17 that the remnant of

mankind may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who are called by my name, says

the Lord, who makes these things  18 known from of old.’  19 Therefore my judgment

is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God,  20 but should

write to them to abstain from the things polluted by idols, and from sexual

immorality, and from what has been strangled, and from blood.  21 For from ancient

generations Moses has had in every city those who proclaim him, for he is read

every Sabbath in the synagogues.”

James speaks last because he is the primary leader for the church, an Apostle and

half-brother to Jesus.  This also may have been a change in position (s. Gal 2:11-13).

III.  An Important Letter Was Written and Delivered back to
Antioch (Acts 15:22-16:5)

Acts 15:22-29 (ESV)  22 Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with

the whole church, to choose men from among them and send them to Antioch with

Paul and Barnabas. They sent Judas called Barsabbas, and Silas, leading men

among the brothers,  23 with the following letter: “The brothers, both the apostles

and the elders, to the brothers who are of the Gentiles in Antioch and Syria and

Cilicia, greetings.  24 Since we have heard that some persons have gone out from

us and troubled you with words, unsettling your minds, although we gave them no

instructions,  25 it has seemed good to us, having come to one accord, to choose

men and send them to you with our beloved Barnabas and Paul,  26 men who have

risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  27 We have therefore sent

Judas and Silas, who themselves will tell you the same things by word of mouth. 28

For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay on you no greater

burden than these requirements:  29 that you abstain from what has been sacrificed

to idols, and from blood, and from what has been strangled, and from sexual

immorality. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do well.  Farewell.”

This time what is heard from the Jerusalem church will be legitimate, in writing,

and explainable by reliable, authorized men who will vouch for what Paul and

Barnabas will deliver as an answer to the church at Antioch.



What is being asked of the Gentile Christians is that they respect their Jewish

counterparts in the area of Levitical law which some may have still practiced.

This was so there could be table fellowship with each other.  Sexual immorality

was suspected by some Jewish Christians of their Gentile brothers and this was

James’ way of encouraging moral purity for this new part of the Church.

A.  The Letter produced validation for the church’s direction and vision in

Antioch (vv. 30-35)

Acts 15:30-35 (ESV)  30 So when they were sent off, they went down to Antioch,

and having gathered the congregation together, they delivered the letter.  31 And

when they had read it, they rejoiced because of its encouragement.  32 And Judas

and Silas, who were themselves prophets, encouraged and strengthened the brothers

with many words.  33 And after they had spent some time, they were sent off in

peace by the brothers to those who had sent them. 35 But Paul and Barnabas

remained in Antioch, teaching and preaching the word of the Lord, with many

others also.  (v.34 not in the best mss.)

It is a great thing to know you are right with God and your brothers and sisters in

Christ.  It is also good when the Holy Spirit validates what you believed is true (v.28)

B.  The Letter was a reproducible plan for others (vv. 36-41; 16:1-5)

Acts 15:36-16:5 (ESV)  36 And after some days Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us

return and visit the brothers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the

Lord, and see how they are.”  37 Now Barnabas wanted to take with them John

called Mark.  38 But Paul thought best not to take with them one who had withdrawn

from them in Pamphylia and had not gone with them to the work.  39 And there

arose a sharp disagreement, so that they separated from each other. Barnabas

took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus,  40 but Paul chose Silas and

departed, having been commended by the brothers to the grace of the Lord.  41

And he went through Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.  16:1 Paul

came also to Derbe and to Lystra.  A disciple was there, named Timothy, the son

of a Jewish woman who was a believer, but his father was a Greek.  2 He was well

spoken of by the brothers at Lystra and Iconium.  3 Paul wanted Timothy to

accompany him, and he took him and circumcised him because of the Jews who

were in those places, for they all knew that his father was a Greek.  4 As they went

on their way through the cities, they delivered to them for observance the decisions

that had been reached by the apostles and elders who were in Jerusalem.  5 So the

churches were strengthened in the faith, and they increased in numbers daily.



The same principles would be good in other churches where Paul would take the

same letter from James.  You will notice that after all this that Paul has Timothy

circumcized, but it is not because he had to - not for his salvation, but it is because

it would help in their ability to witness.  It was for the possible salvation of others.

What would you do or not do to see the Lord’s work advanced and people saved?

Illus.  Jeremiah Johnson and Matt Fallot.  Johnson was told he had to cut his

hair if he wanted to serve in a church in Kentucky. Fallot said I would never cut

my hair.  And Jeremiah said:  “That’s the difference between you and me.”

Conclusion: If it were not for the important events recorded in Acts 15, it

seems clear that the Church may have remained no more than a reformation

movement of Judaism.  Disaster was averted when people of faith did what the

Holy-Spirit directed.  The Church grew when people trusted God and His leaders

for wisdom in settling a dispute and setting direction for its program of evangelism.

This year we look back at 113 years of division with the non-instrumental or a

capella churches of Christ and feel the pain of that separation.  Many of the issues

that still divide us are not ones that are salvation questions, but ones of preference

and conscience for some  (Mention: Together in Christ, NACC). On the other hand

the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) formed a denomination in 1968 and we

were not able to join them because of certain positions that are for me and others

untenable with regards to the authority of Holy Scripture.

All that said, schisms in the Church are not what the Holy Spirit wants for the

Body of Christ.  It grieves God to have such a confusing witness for His world that

still needs a Savior.  They need Jesus.

What is the definitive sign of a person being Christian?  Is it an act of piety, or

religious ritual or is it the presence of the Holy Spirit and His fruits - the greatest

of which is LOVE.

There are questions I get asked: Are you a Protestant Church, Charismatic, Spirit-

led, Holiness, Pre-Millenial, etc; denomination (i.e. Disciples) or independant?

People say our Bible colleges are too liberal, too conservative; publishing houses

don’t represent our Movement.  Any improper affiliations can disqualify you in

the eyes of some as being the right Church.  Music, Version of the Bible, Pro-life

or Pro-choice.  The first-century church had nothing on us as far as division or

controversy.  IT MUST MAKE GOD SICK.



SALVATION IS LIKE GOING HOME BY GRACE, THROUGH FAITH, IN BAPTISM

1.  We have all been asked to come home.  There has been a gracious invitation

extended; everything is prepared (John 14:1-4)

2.  We have faith that we will be welcomed and well-received, cared for when we

arrive.

3.  But it is in our travel home that brings us where we want to go.  Like Baptism,

it is not what gets us there, but it is the direction and means by which we arrive

where we are loved and wanted.  It is the vehicle we use to demonstrate our

intentional love.

Baptism does not save us any more than road travel provides for a welcome or a

gracious homecoming.  A good homecoming depends on direction, and God forbid

no accidents and certainly our relationship with the Person we are going to see.

But without our purposeful travelling, we never arrive where we want to go and

where our Father wants us to go and is waiting.  Intent is NOT the same as doing!

Q.  Are you on your way home this morning?  OR Do you need directions?


