
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #7

“Salvation: Grace Plus…?”

Acts 15:1-35

The word “landmark” can be understood both literally and figuratively. Literally a landmark is an object (as a stone or tree) that marks the boundary of land or serves as a point of orientation in locating other structures. Figuratively a landmark is an event or development that marks a turning point.
 Words such as “milestone,” “watershed,” or “critical point” can be used in this way.

In the early years of the church, such a landmark event is recorded in Acts 15. Most scholars place the date around ad 49 or 50.
 One author writes, “No issue that touched the life of the dispersing church surpasses the importance of those discussed and settled in the ‘Jerusalem Conference.’”
 Gene Getz adds, 
The subject of this chapter represents one of the most strategic moments in the history of the church. In Acts 15, we discover a problem, what caused the problem, how it was solved, and what happened as a result. In actuality, the solution affected the future of the Christian church.

We are all indebted to those early Christians, and we can learn valuable lessons in what was decided and how they decided it.

A Heated Dispute

Acts 15 begins with a heated dispute. This was not between Christians and Jewish leadership or between believers and Gentile unbelievers. This was within the fellowship.

Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers: “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them. So Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some other believers, to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this question. The church sent them on their way, and as they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria, they told how the Gentiles had been converted. This news made all the brothers very glad. When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them. Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, “The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses.”

This begins in Antioch, where certain people came from Judea teaching the new Gentile believers, “You must be circumcised in order to be saved.” What these men were really saying was, “A Gentile must become a Jew to become a Christian!”
 While the Bible does not use the word, it is helpful to identify them as “Judaizers.” These men did not deny salvation by grace per se. They simply said salvation came by “grace plus…”—specifically “grace plus circumcision.”
 In a word, they were legalists.
We make a serious mistake if we suppose this problem arose outside the Christian Church, that unconverted Jews were insisting that the church should require Gentiles to become Jews when joining the church. Unconverted Jews couldn’t have cared less what the church did.
 No, these Judaizers were Jewish Christians who thought that Gentiles needed to follow the Law of Moses in order to join God’s kingdom.

Before we look down our noses at these legalists, we should recognize that the same happens today. We may not require physical circumcision or strict adherence to Sabbath or dietary laws, but how often do we make areas of our lifestyle that are not spelled out in Scripture normative for others if they are to be “good” Christians—for example, how we dress, wear our hair or jewelry, what English translation of the Bible we read, musical preferences (including in church)…the list goes on and on. If we thrust any of these on others as necessary to a life of grace, we repeat the sin of the Judaizers!
 We tell new believers, “If you want to be one of His, you have to act like one of us!” In doing so, we may turn many away from the life of grace offered by Christ.

Paul and Barnabas were not about to stand for this. Verse two states, “This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them.” The Today’s English Version renders this, “fierce argument.” And notice that Barnabas was involved as well as Paul in this argument. Paul was not alone in this fight for grace.

The church at Antioch realized that this heated dispute was not merely a local problem; it dealt with a core issue of the Christian faith. And so they sent a delegation led by Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem in order for the leaders of the church to decide it.

Paul writes of a trip to Jerusalem in Galatians 2:1-5 that some scholars equate with this gathering recorded in Acts 15. In both cases Barnabas was with Paul, and in both passages the question of circumcision was to the fore. But strong arguments exist against this view. 

In Galatians Paul speaks of setting the gospel he preached before the Jerusalem leaders privately, whereas in Acts Luke seems to be describing an open discussion in which Christian Pharisees argued that Gentile converts must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses.
 So Galatians 2 refers to a meeting prior to the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15.

When Paul and Barnabas reached Jerusalem they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and the elders, according to verse 4. The repeated use of the expression “the apostles and the elders” suggests that this group somehow represented the official leadership of the church. The apostles had been commissioned by Jesus, appointed to the universal church. The elders, if we may judge from other churches in the New Testament, were men who had been chosen by the local congregation (and probably ordained by the apostles). The apostles, using the term in its larger sense to include Paul and Barnabas, held a roving commission, a commission that extended to the ends of the earth. The elders held a local office.
 

In verse 5 the dispute arises again: “Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, ‘The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses.’” We see the word “Pharisees” and immediately think of them as villains. But they were not bad people at this point. Given time, though, their views, tightly held, would pull them far away from the doctrine of grace. Remember, the Pharisees were the conservative Jews in the first century—I dare say that most of us had we lived in that era would have aligned with the Pharisees, the fundamentalists or evangelicals of the day. We all are influenced by our backgrounds. Each of us has experienced some doctrinal or practical distortion because of past experience or environment. The challenge is to identify those points of error or misemphasis before we drift too far away from Christ.

A Healthy Discussion 

This heated dispute led to a healthy discussion. I know that some Christians are uncomfortable with any kind of conflict. “Let’s just keep the peace,” they advise. But when there are doctrinal issues that affect the very heart of the gospel message—like in this case—the issue must be addressed and resolved. Peace and quiet is not the most important aim in the body of Christ. Truth is fundamental, and when truth is in question, a healthy discussion is required.

Verses 6-7 state that the apostles and elders met to consider this question, and there was much discussion. There was passionate argument, perhaps even shouting.
 This is not always bad. I remember at different times—in high school, college, and after—being involved in some intense discussions about biblical and theological issues. As long as the conversation stays on the topic and does not get personal (and ugly), this can be healthy.

Eventually, though, the leaders take control of the discussion. Simon Peter is the first to speak, as recorded in verses 7-11,

Peter got up and addressed them: “Brothers, you know that some time ago God made a choice among you that the Gentiles might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith. Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” 
We tend to think of Paul as “the apostle to the Gentiles” (and he himself uses that title), yet the first Gentile convert to Christianity came through Peter, not Paul! Acts 10 documents the dramatic vision God gave to Peter (not once, not twice, but three times) in order to convince him that the gospel of Christ is for those outside the Jewish community. It took some persuading, but eventually Peter did go to Cornelius and present the good news of Jesus. Cornelius and his family believed and were welcomed into the family of God…without first becoming Jewish.

Then Barnabas and Paul related their experiences in Antioch, Cyprus, and Galatia as many Gentiles came to faith in Christ. Verse 12 reports that “the whole assembly became silent as they listened to Barnabas and Paul telling about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done among the Gentiles through them.” The audience was spellbound as the missionaries shared their success in reaching Gentiles for Jesus.

In all they said, Paul and Barnabas affirmed Peter’s report. Everywhere they had seen Cornelius’ experience duplicated in the lives of many Gentiles.
 For years some scholars have tried to pit Paul against Peter as though they represented different beliefs within Christianity. This shows that such rivalry simply did not exist.

When Paul and Barnabas finished, according to verse 13, James spoke up. This is not James the apostle (either of them) but rather the half-brother of Jesus, an unbeliever before the resurrection. The risen Jesus appeared to him according to 1 Corinthians 15:7 and he became a Christian. James was the first bishop of Jerusalem and he was the author of the letter of James. He would have presided over this council in Jerusalem.

James begins by saying, “Brothers, listen to me.” The hopes of the Pharisaic sect rocketed as James stood to speak. Surely he would set Peter and Paul and Barnabas right. They were undoubtedly surprised at the apostle’s response, for James first showed how the conversion of Gentiles was in accord with the Old Testament Scriptures.

“Simon has described to us how God at first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself. The words of the prophets are in agreement with this, as it is written:  ‘After this I will return and rebuild David’s fallen tent. Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these things’ that have been known for ages.

James takes the personal experience of Simon Peter (and Paul and Barnabas, for that matter) and relates that to the Old Testament Scriptures. Quoting from Amos 9:11-12, with some phrases reminiscent of Jeremiah 12:15 and Isaiah 45:21, James makes his point.
 The prophets proclaimed that when God would restore Israel, He would include the remnant of Jews and the Gentiles “who bear my name,” meaning those who put their faith in him. This would be God’s redeemed people. Thus, everything that was happening now was just as the Scriptures prophesied.

How important it is that we realize that what was happening here in the book of Acts was no accident, no “Plan B,” no parenthesis in God’s overall design. From the beginning God planned to reach the Gentiles through the Jews, and that His chosen people would consist of all those—Jew and Gentile—who put their faith in him. Peter and James agreed with Paul and Barnabas on this point in this council.

James now delivers his decision. Verse 19 sounds like a verdict: “It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God.” One commentator translates this as, “Therefore, I for my part judge that we should stop crowding in on those of the Gentiles who are turning to God.”

Quit making it harder for these people to come to Christ, James is telling them… and us. New believers don’t have to think, talk, and act just like us in order to belong to Christ. It’s okay if they dress differently, wear their hair differently, listen to a different style of music, or read a different translation of the Bible than we do. They are to become like Christ…not necessarily like us.

James goes on in verse 20, “Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood.” To the Gentile believers, he gave three restrictions: 1. Stay away from anything that has to do with idols; 2. Avoid fornication; 3. Do not partake of meat that has been strangled or has blood in it. There was to be no idolatry because there is only one true God, and only he is to be worshiped. Fornication was forbidden in all cases because fornication was at that time rampant among the Gentiles. But why the third restriction regarding eating meat with blood in it? Verse 21 says, “For Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath.” In other words, Jewish communities existed in nearly every city, and the Gentile converts were not to do anything that would offend the Jews’ religious scruples.

James gives us two complementary principles for grace-filled living. First: as those under grace we are not to make non-Biblical requirements of others—specifically, those that come from secondary cultural traditions. In that day this meant not foisting a Jewish lifestyle on Gentiles. 

The second is: because we are under grace, we gladly restrict our freedom for the sake of others. There was not anything intrinsically wrong with eating a rare steak, but James said to boil it or eat it well-done for the sake of fellowship with the Jews.
 Paul states the same principle in 1 Corinthians 9:19-21:

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law, I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those who not having the law.
Paul was anything but a legalist, but he was willing to limit his liberty with love so as not to offend others. This can be taken too far, but the principle is sound.

A Harmonious Decision

The council concluded with a harmonious decision. They write a letter to the Gentile believers along with two of their own leaders from Jerusalem, so show the unity among the believers. This does not mean that everyone agreed; Paul would have to deal with the Judaizers throughout his ministry. But officially, the Christian Church had come together on this decision.

What was the result? Verse 31 says, “The people read it and were glad for its encouraging message.” The rather complex process of the council involved various reports, intense dialogue, some disagreement and prolonged discussion. It eventually resulted in a beautiful unity of thought, not only among the apostles and elders in Jerusalem, but also the “whole church.”

The Council’s proclamation has been called one of the most courageous documents in the annals of history because its authors declared the truth even though they knew it would fully antagonize the Jewish establishment. From this time on, Christian work in Jerusalem became very difficult. While still trying to carry on a ministry to the Jewish nation, the apostles heroically refused to do or say anything to impede the progress of the gospel among the Gentiles. Brave men!

Theologically, the truth of the gospel was at stake in Jerusalem. And relationally the stakes were just as high. A wrong decision in Jerusalem and gracious openness would be replaced with jaundiced exclusiveness. Fortunately, the Jerusalem Council followed Christ, and in doing so they gave us a basis upon which to build grace into our theology and our relationships.

The essential problem remains: Are we going to have two doors into the kingdom, one for “us” and the other for “them”? Are we going to have two classes of citizens in the kingdom: those who are merely “saved,” and our special group composed of the few who are not only saved but who in addition…

I refuse to fill in that blank. Perhaps it is “don’t smoke” or “shave and wear short hair.” Or possibly it is “don’t have instrumental music in church,” or “keep the seventh-day Sabbath.” Whatever it is that you and I set up that gives us a feeling of superiority within the church, let’s write it in that space.

And then let’s face it once and for all. There are no second class citizens! The kingdom of heaven has only one door. As someone long ago stated: Salvation is by grace, through faith, plus nothing.
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