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“The Most Important Chapter of Acts”      Text – Acts 15:1 (read from 14:2-15:21)       OT Reading – Genesis 17 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
There are 28 chapters in the Book of Acts.  That means that we begin the second half of the book today.  It is not surprising, then, to find that we come to the most crucial chapter in the whole book.  
And Luke helps us to see this by placing the events described in this chapter at the very center of the book.  
He could have said more about the progress of the gospel in Jerusalem or Samaria, pushing this event further to the back, or he could have said more about Paul’s 2nd and 3rd missionary journeys, pushing this event further to the front.  Instead though, it is in the middle, which for Dr. Luke is no accident.  
But not only is it in the middle, structurally, it is also in the middle, theologically.  
The issue debated here is the very heart of the gospel: Is salvation about grace alone?  
Is it all about God’s grace to us in Christ Jesus or is it grace plus something we must do?  
In other words, do our works contribute in some way to our salvation?  
But two other things also indicate the importance of the events described in this chapter.  
First, this is the last time we shall hear from Peter.  From now on it will all be about Paul.  
And secondly, this is also the last time we shall see the church in Jerusalem play a major role.  From now on, it will all be about the continuing expansion of the gospel into the world.
All these things combine then to help us see just how crucial this chapter is in the Book of Acts.
So, what we will do today is to look at the controversy that set the events of the rest of chapter 15 in motion.  And then we will return, as the Lord allows, to look at the meeting in Jerusalem and the decisions of those gathered there and what was done with the decisions in the rest of the chapter.  
And there will be much reason for us to give thanks and to rejoice as the simplicity of the gospel is explored and safeguarded.  
And in all of this, we may rejoice as we see King Jesus at work, even in the midst of a difficult time.

But we will also have to wrestle with the poke in the eye that this chapter is.  
You see, the issue here is the desire of some to add something that God’s Word does not demand as a condition of salvation, in this case, circumcision.  And the sad truth is that this has been a common problem in the life of the church ever since.  
· For example, there are some who believe that without baptism you cannot be saved. 
· There are some who believe that a Christian must confess his or her sins to a priest.  
· But there are also those who forbid certain foods or alcohol, or who demand a certain style of dress or hairstyle, or who forbid certain styles of music, or who demand the exclusive use of a certain Bible version, or who forbid a particular form of entertainment, or who demand one particular style of music and/or song in worship, etc.
And it is in this last grouping of demands and restrictions that the poke in the eye comes to us.  It is there that we will have to ask ourselves if we too are guilty of adding something to the gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.
Now, I hasten to add at this point that the Bible does speak to most if not all of the things I have just listed.  Christianity is not some complete free-for-all where any man can do exactly as he wishes.  What must be safeguarded, however, is making something like this a condition of true Christianity.
Well, to better appreciate these matters, we turn then to Acts 15:1.  And we will do this by briefly considering the chronology of the events described here before we look at the contoversy itself.
And boys and girls, chronology has to do with time.  
When we talk about a chronology, we are interested in the timing of events.  If I was to ask you what you did yesterday, you would probably tell me when you got up and what you did next and then in the afternoon and when you went to bed.  And in telling me all that, you would have given me a chronology of yesterday’s events.  
Well, it is worth our while spending just a few minutes thinking about the chronology of these verses.  
1. Turn with me please to Galatians 1:18.  
a. You see, Galatians 1-2 gives us a sort of parallel account to the events of Acts.  There Paul gives us his life story.  
i. And in v18 he tells of his first visit to Jerusalem, soon after his conversion.  
ii. And in 2:1 he speaks about his second visit to Jerusalem.  
A. Now, Bible scholars have different opinions about which of Paul’s visits to Jerusalem Gal. 2:1 is speaking about.   Some believe it refers to this visit in Acts 15 while others believe it refers to the visit described in Acts 11:30, which was to deliver the famine offering of the Antioch congregation.  
B. And the truth is that good arguments can be made for both options.  And with either option, we are left with some head scratching questions about how this or that event fits in with that chronology.  
C. Now, we are not going to spend anytime looking at all of the arguments.  Any good commentary will walk you through it.  I am convinced, however, that the most likely chronology associates the Gal. 2:1 visit with Paul’s famine visit in Acts 11.  
D. So here is how that chronology works out: 
1) While in Jerusalem for that visit, Paul speaks to the leaders of the Jerusalem church about his calling to preach to the Gentiles (v2).  
2) During that visit, it is discovered that Titus, who is with Paul, is not circumcised.  But he is not required to be circumcised by the church leaders.  
3) Eventually then, from v9, James, Peter, and John all concur with or agree with Paul’s calling and offer him every encouragement.  
4) So, Paul and Barnabas return to Antioch and then set out on the first missionary journey that is described in Acts 13-14.  
5) But when they get back to Antioch, however, which is the time we read about at the end of Acts 14 and the beginning of Acts 15, the events of Gal. 2:11-14 occur.  
a) Peter comes to Antioch.  
b) And initially, while there, he would eat with the Gentiles, just as he did with Cornelius in Acts 10.  
c) But then others arrived from Jerusalem, those described in Acts 15:1 and 5, who were of the circumcision group.  
d) And because of their presence, Peter stops eating with the Gentiles and even begins to keep apart from them.  
e) And even Barnabas, Paul says in 2:13, was led astray in this.  
6) Well, the men arguing for the necessity of circumcision most likely went from Antioch to the recently planted churches in Galatia, with the same message.  
7) And if so, Paul probably wrote his letter to the Galatians also at this time – end of Acts 14, beginning of chapter 15.  
a) And this is likely because his letter to the Galatians makes no mention of the Jerusalem council or its decisions, despite dealing with the issue of circumcision.  
b. So, as we turn back to Acts 15, you can see all of the events that have led up to and that include what we read about in Acts 15:1  There is a hotbed of theological tension that is spreading through the church.  
Well, that’s the chronology.  So, let’s look now in more detail at the controversy that led to the Jerusalem council.  We read in verse 1, “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."”  
1. And of course, with our NT tuned ears, we immediately wince and recognize just how wrong what they say is.  And we also immediately associate this with the Pharisees and all of those extra rules that Jesus regularly confronted during His ministry.  However, let’s take off our AD 2012 glasses for a moment and try and place ourselves there in Antioch in the late 40’s AD.
a. We read earlier from Genesis 17.  
i. And there, God established His covenant with Abraham.  He said, I will be your God and you and your children will be my people.  
A. And the sign of this relationship is to be circumcision.  
1) Every male among you is to be circumcised on the eight day.  And if he is not circumcised, he is a covenant breaker and is to be cut off from my people.  
B. And so, for 2000 years now, this has been standard practise in Israel.  
1) As a male, your circumcision meant you belonged, and as a female, the circumcision of your father or husband meant you belonged.  
2) And every Gentile man who came to believe in the God of Israel had also to be circumcised.  
C. But circumcision was the sacrament of initiation or belonging.  With circumcision came the obligation to the rest of the Law of Moses.  
1) Three times a year, then, every Jew was required to visit Jerusalem for the feasts.  
2) There was Passover.  There was the Day of Atonement.  
3) There were sacrifices and offerings.  There were rituals to do with uncleanness.   
4) There were restrictions on what you could eat and wear and do on certain days.  
5) And on and on it went.  There were even rules about trimming your beard and a requirement that you had tassels on the four corners of the cloak you wore.  
6) And all of these were designed to mark off as separate those who were God’s people.  
a) If you or I could sit at a market in those times, we would have little difficulty as we watched the people pass by identifying which ones were Jews.  It was plainly obvious from how the looked and what they wore and what they did or did not do.  
b) And that is how God wanted it to be by His commandments.
ii. Now, as you recall what we read in Genesis 17, can you remember how God described this covenant with Abraham in terms of its duration?  He said, “My covenant in your flesh is to be an _______________ covenant?  Do you remember what that time span was?  “Everlasting.”
b. So, let’s think again about these Jews that arrive in Antioch and teach, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.”  
i. You see, if you were to ask them what sort of dumb thing that is to teach, they would wave Genesis 17:13 in your face.  God said circumcision was an everlasting covenant!  
ii. And remember, you can’t turn to Galatians or Romans or Matthew to answer them because there is no NT yet!  
iii. In addition, ever since Abraham, there have always been Gentiles who have attached themselves to Israel.  And how was this done?  Through circumcision.   
iv. So why should we let Paul get away with what he is doing?  He is ignoring the plain teaching of God’s word.  We are concerned for the salvation of these Gentile’s souls.  
A. Paul is teaching that salvation is all about faith in Christ as a work of God’s grace, alone.  But the first five books of the Bible teach us that there are certain things God’s people have to do.  
B. Thus, Paul is teaching a cheap salvation that will not help these people.  We cannot be silent and allow this to go on.  We stand for the truth of God’s Word.  
C. God’s people must be identifiable and separate.  
v. I hope you can see then why Peter and Barnabas waver on this.  It is a compelling argument.  It has the ring of orthodoxy and faithfulness and holiness about it.  
c. In addition, even from the decisions of the Jerusalem council, let alone all that Paul confronts in his epistles, what is clear is that some of the Gentiles, and perhaps many, who had professed faith in Christ, were carrying on with immoral sexual behaviour and participating in idolatrous activity.  For this was the standard practise of the day.  
i. And this too would have been fuel for the fire for these Jews.  See Paul!  Do you see what your cheap grace produces?  These people need rules and laws to stop this sort of behaviour.  This just brings shame on the name of Christ.  We are supposed to be holy and set apart.
2. Now, it is not that Paul does not care about how Christians live.  Paul has much to say about sanctification in his epistles.  
a. And by sanctification we refer to the process of the believer becoming more holy – or more godly – or most simply, more like Jesus.  Every believer must grow and will grow, because that is how faith in Christ works.  
i. Romans 6, “What shall we say, then?  Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?  By no means!  We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? … You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness … But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness.”  
ii. Do you love Jesus?  Do you know Him as your Saviour?  I hope you do.  I trust you do.  
A. And if you do, I know that that will affect how you love your spouse and raise your children and drive and dress and how you speak and where and when and how you worship.  It will affect every aspect of your life.  It has to.  After all, Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”
3. But you see, sanctification was not the issue at stake there in Antioch.  It was justification.  
a. And the two are often and easily confused.  What these Jews were talking about was not living the Christian life but what constituted your salvation or what defined you as Christian or non-Christian.  And that is about justification.  
i. Justification is about my standing before the Lord. 
ii. Justification is about a pronouncement of God about how He sees me.  
iii. Justification has to do with that one off moment when God declares a person to be righteous because of the work of Christ on the cross.  
A. Like a judge ruling on a case, God declares a person sinless, righteous, justified.  
B. He now sees me as justified – just-as-if-I-never-sinned.  
C. Whether it be at age 6 or 96, when a person takes hold of Jesus by faith, God makes a heavenly declaration that he or she is justified.  
iv. And one of the most beautiful pictures of this in the whole Bible is found in Zechariah 3.  Turn there briefly.  We have looked at it before but it is worth considering again.  
A. Zechariah’s prophecy is a collection of visions.  And in this vision, he sees Joshua, the High Priest, standing before the angel of the Lord, and Satan standing at his right side to accuse him.  
B. And Satan’s accusations are true.  In v3, we are told that Joshua stands there in filthy clothes.  And the High Priest was not allowed to appear before God with dirty clothes.  
1) But this clothing is really a picture of Joshua’s sin.  
C. But look what the Lord does.  He orders the angel, who is none other than Jesus Himself, to take away Joshua’s filthy clothes, and He replaces them with rich and clean garments.  
1) In other words, He removes the filth of Joshua’s sin and gives Him the cleanness of Jesus’ work.  
D. And what has Joshua done this whole time?  Nothing.  What is Joshua’s contribution to his justification?  Nothing.  He is passive.  He receives.  He is clothed with the blood of Jesus.  
1) And Joshua stands there, beloved congregation, as a picture of every person who puts their faith in Jesus Christ.
b. But even that exercise of faith that is required of you and I, as Ephesians 2:8 explains, is not our independent act; something we do wholly apart from God.  It too is His gift to us: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast.”
4. So, as we look to Paul’s response to this controversy, let us remember that Paul spent the first part of his life as a Pharisee of Pharisees.  
a. He knew everything there was to know about the law of Moses.  He considered himself to be more zealous than any in terms of keeping that law.  
b. But what Paul has learned from bitter experience and through His encounter with the risen Jesus is that the Law cannot save.  He talks about this in Romans 7.  
i. He says there that the commandment “brings death.”  
ii. In response to the commandment, sin springs to life.  
iii. And as an example of this, he says of the commandment not to covet that it only produces every kind of covetous desire.  
iv. Now, this is not because the Law is evil.  On the contrary.  The Law is perfect and good.  But we are sinners.  
A. Thus, for us, the Law reveals sin.   
B. As the commandments are heard and understood the only honest response to them is “Woe is me for I am a sinner!”  
c. But what Paul came also to see, from the mouth of Jesus Himself, is that the Law also points the sinner to Jesus.  
i. Whether it be His life as the perfect Law-keeper or whether it be the blood of circumcision or the Passover Lamb or the sacrifices or the national feasts or even the colours of the stitching of the curtains in the temple, all of these things were pictures of the gospel – individual facets that make up the diamond of Jesus Christ in all of His dazzling brilliance!  
d. So, says Paul in Galatians 2:16ff, “A man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ … By observing the law no one will be justified … For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God.  I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.  I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”

5. So, was God’s covenant with Abraham truly an everlasting covenant, then?  Yes.  Does that mean then that circumcision is necessary today then?  Well, no and yes.  
a. No, as in the removal of the foreskin of 8 day old males, which is what these Jews demanded.  

i. And this is because the cutting off and the blood of circumcision pointed to the one who would be cut off and whose blood would be shed – Jesus.  And He has come.  
A. Thus, circumcision, along with all of those other ceremonial laws that had the same pointing forward purpose, have their completion in Christ.
b. And yet, having said this, time and again in the OT, we read God saying this to His people: “Circumcise your hearts.”

i. You see, God never winked at Israel’s sin and said, “It’s OK.  At least your circumcised!”  
A. For instance, way in Jeremiah 4:4, God says, “Circumcise yourselves to the LORD, circumcise your hearts, you men of Judah and people of Jerusalem, or my wrath will break out and burn like fire because of the evil you have done-- burn with no one to quench it.”
ii. And what this phrase revealed was that mere circumcision of the flesh could never pay for sin and accomplish salvation.

A. And it is the same today with baptism, the NT replacement of circumcision.  We may never rest on a ceremony involving a water washing as if that by itself can save us.

1) What was necessary in those circumcised in the OT was faith in the coming Messiah.  And what is necessary in those baptized today is faith in Jesus Christ.

2) So, young people, brothers and sisters, let us never think that our baptism or our attendance at church gives us the excuse to sin as we please.  
a) For the same warning that God gave to the people of Israel who lived a life of sin thinking that it was OK because they were circumcised is before us today, and even more so, because we stand on this side of the cross. 
B. It is the gospel, then, that was in view when God said, “Circumcise your hearts.”  

C. And in this sense, we may say, Yes, we too must have a circumcised heart.
So, what is the gospel?  It is this.  You are a guilty sinner who has broken God’s commandments.  Jesus Christ came to earth to die on the cross.  If you repent of your sins and trust in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, you shall be saved, FULLSTOP.  And that, dear friends, is good news!
So, you ask, what about the commandments to not commit adultery or blaspheme or lie?  Must I obey the commandments?  Absolutely.  Remember, Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”  
But your desire to do those things arises not so that you may be saved but because you have been saved!  
Your desire to do those things arises out of love for Jesus and what He has done for you.  
You do not serve to be saved, you are saved to serve.  
And from those obvious commandments, we see also that the Bible speaks to every area of life, including what we eat and drink and wear and drive and say and do for entertainment and in worship, etc.  There is no area of life that the Bible is silent about.  
But we must take great care not to make these things the gospel or add them to the gospel.  
We must take great care with Christian liberty, when it comes to those things that are secondary or on which the Bible allows differing views or practises.  And we shall have more to say about this next time.
But with the gospel there can be no grey area.  And praise God for that!  With the gospel, you and I need certainty.  
So, know then, believer, that if you have confessed your sins to God and repented of them, and if you cling to Jesus Christ alone for forgiveness, you are saved!  Hallelujah!  Amen.

