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“The First Church Council”      Text – Acts 15:2- 18      OT Reading – Amos 9

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We return, today, to the most important chapter in the Book of Acts.  

And for those of you who were not here last Sunday, we noted that its importance lies in what is debated in this chapter – the very gospel itself.  
You see, some were saying that belief in Jesus was not enough; you needed, also, to be circumcised.  
And we saw that circumcision was really ‘code’ for keeping the whole law of Moses.  
And so, it was vital for the church to wrestle with this matter at this point in her young existence.  

So we looked at Paul’s writings, particularly in Galatians where he confronts this thinking head on, to see how crucial it is that the simplicity of the gospel of grace alone is safeguarded.  
In order to be saved, you must repent of your sins and trust in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins – FULLSTOP
Well, last week we looked only at v1 where we were introduced to the controversy.  But as we see in vv2-35, this controversy leads to a church ‘meeting.’  
Now, many denominations, including ours, call such meetings synods, which comes from the Greek word ‘sunodos,’ which means ‘assembly’ or ‘meeting.’  

But others use the words ‘council’ or ‘assembly,’ which are equally suitable ways of describing such a meeting. 
They refer to those meetings where representatives of all of the churches of the denomination gather together to discuss matters of importance.  And in the RCNZ, we do this every three years, and will do so, next, here in CHCH, in 2014, God willing. 
And we do this, very much, because of what we read here in Acts 15.  As we shall see, it appears that representatives of the whole NT church gather there in Jerusalem to discuss this very important issue.  
And so, what we see here in Acts 15 is rightly called the first council of the NT church.

The rest of chapter 15, then, divides up into four main sections: From v2, we see the need for the council, from v6, we see the contributions at the council, from v19, we see the decisions of the council, and lastly, from v22, we see the activity after the council.
But our focus today is the council itself.  We will return, once more, to look at the decisions and what was done with them next time we are together.  Today though, the need for the council and the contributions at the council.  
And we consider these things to see, again, the church of Christ at work.
So, firstly then, the need for the council.
1. And as we have noted, the issue here is the claim of these Jewish believers that Gentile converts to Christianity must be circumcised in order to be saved.
a. And as v2 reveals, this claim gave rise to heated debate and tension.  
i. Even Paul and Barnabas, and as we saw last week, probably Peter also, as he was likely in Antioch around this time, were not in complete agreement as to how to respond to this issue.  
ii. In addition, it is also likely that these circumcision activists travelled to all or some of the churches that Paul and Barnabas established over the last two years preaching the same message.  
iii. It is clear then that this is not just a matter for each congregation to decide but a matter common to the whole church.  
A. This is a debate that will be had over and over again if it is not settled once and for all.  
B. And in addition, this matter goes to the heart of Paul’s calling.  
1) It would mean that what he has done thus far is unfaithful.  
2) And it would drastically affect any future work amongst the Gentiles.  
b. And so, as v2 continues, Paul and Barnabas, together with some other believers, are appointed “to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this question.”  

i. And the word, ‘appointed,’ means that those with the appropriate authority delegated them or assigned them to a certain task.  

A. Boys and girls, if you are ever asked by your teacher at school, for example, to go outside and tell a few classmates who have not yet come into the class and who are goofing around to ‘get inside, right now,’ you have been appointed to that task.  

1) You speak with your teacher’s authority.  You stand there in place of your teacher. 

2) And if those students do not obey, they will be in trouble for disobeying the teacher, even though it was you who spoke the words! 

ii. So, what P&B will do in Jerusalem is ‘official’ business.  
A. This is not Paul getting in a huff and going to get his way.  This is the church at work.  
B. This is the lines of authority that King Jesus has given to His church in action.

c. And so, these believers travel to Jerusalem and share with congregations that they meet along the way what has happened among the Gentiles.  And there is great joy in this news.

d. And then, they are arrive in Jerusalem, where many welcome them, but some immediately state their belief that believing Gentiles also be circumcised and required to obey the Law of Moses.
2. Well, what we see here is a council in Jerusalem – We read about the apostles and the elders being there and of the ‘whole assembly.’  
a. Now, while it is not explicitly stated anywhere, it is very unlikely that the apostles were all still living in Jerusalem at this time.  It is almost certain that some or all of them had gone out to different places to preach the gospel.  
i. And so, if that was the case, Luke’s mention of the apostles suggests that they are all present for this council and so have likely been recalled to Jerusalem for this council.  
b. This also, then, reinforces just how important this controversy is.  It will affect all of them as they carry out the work of gospel proclamation.  
i. And those of you who have read church history from around this time will know that there are stories about apostles working in countries quite far away from Jerusalem.
c. What is clear then is that what happens here is not about church politics and power games, even though those sins are bound to be present among the different people involved, given that they are sinners like you and I.  
i. This is a matter that is about the honour of God’s name and the worth of Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross.
A. This is Christian activity that has the gospel of Jesus Christ at its heart.

B. Thus, there is much here even for us to learn from and give God thanks for.

But before we do that, let’s move on, secondly, to consider the contributions at the council.  
1. And from v6, we see that Peter gets up to speak first after listening to a lot of discussion.
a. Now, we looked, last week, at a chronology of the events of the last couple of years.  
i. And if that chronology is correct, Peter has recently been up in Antioch.  
ii. And while there, as Galatians 2 explains, he had been eating with the Gentiles at first.  But when these circumcision activists arrived, he stopped eating with the Gentiles and even began to keep apart from them, as Paul says, out of fear at this circumcision group.  
iii. And Paul had had strong words to Peter about this, telling him that he was clearly in the wrong.  
b. Well, it has been somewhere between 5 and 10 years since Peter had his dramatic encounter with the Gentile centurion that drastically altered his Jewish prejudices.  But still, for whatever reason, he has not been able to shake these completely – that is, until now.  
c. And people of God, make no mistake, v7 begins a crucial speech in the Book of Acts.  
i. Just imagine if Peter had stood up and said that Paul was wrong – that the Gentiles did need to be circumcised.  
A. He could have instantly become the dearly loved leader of all of these believing Pharisees – their champion.  
B. And the church, not only in Jerusalem but throughout the world would have been faced with division into the Paul camp or the Peter camp.  It would have been a disaster.  
ii. And sadly, that happens too often in the church.  
A. If we look just at our own small corner of the Christian world, you have Reformed and Free Reformed and United Reformed and Christian Reformed and Reformed Presbyterian and Presbyterian Reformed and Netherlands Reformed and Protestant Reformed and Heritage Reformed and Article 31 Reformed and Presbyterian and Grace Presbyterian and Orthodox Presbyterian and Associate Reformed Presbyterian…  
B. And sadly, very often, when you peel away the claims of orthodoxy and faithfulness and a commitment to the truth, what do you find?  Prideful men (and women) who will not submit to their elders.  
1) Now, I know this is no easy reality to wade through.  There is injustice, there is heresy, and there is unfaithfulness that cannot be ignored.  
2) But who of us will deny that there have been and continue to be large doses of pride that at the very least contribute to division in the church.  
a) It should be, then, that each of us prays, often, that the Lord would keep us from pride in this or any circumstance.  
b) And may He do so because proud Christians bear no resemblance, whatsoever, to the humility of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus.
d. Well, thankfully, here in Jerusalem, pride did not win the day; principle did.  Oh, it may be that Peter was a little miffed at how Paul treated him in Antioch.  We all know how that goes.  But the matter at hand was the question about whether the Gentiles must be circumcised in order to be saved.  And Peter refuses to let anything else cloud that issue.  Peter puts Peter in the background as he stands up for the gospel of Jesus Christ.  
i. He speaks first of all about how he was called, by God, to preach the gospel to the Gentiles.  
A. And in this he refers to Cornelius, the Roman centurion, in Caesarea.  
ii. He then reminds them about his account of what happened before these same believers in Jerusalem after the event.  
A. Initially, they had been extremely distressed at what Peter did.  But he had shown them how this had to be of God and blessed by God.  
B. And he reminds them of this by pointing to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit as the evidence of their new standing before God.  
1) The fact that they had spoken in tongues was conclusive proof of this in those days.  
iii. And Peter knew that in that room there was no circumcision or Passover or animal sacrifice or incense.  There was the preaching of the gospel and a response of faith and repentance FULLSTOP.  
iv. So, says Peter, how can we possibly now demand the Gentiles to take upon themselves the yoke that the Jews have not been able to bear?  “No!,” says Peter. “We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.”  
e. Now, with his reference to the ‘yoke’ that neither they nor their fathers had been able to bear, Peter is referring to two things: 
i. First of all, the keeping of the law in order to be saved.  
A. Peter is now convinced that the law cannot save.  It is faith in Jesus Christ that saves.  And we spoke of this, at length, last week.  
ii. But Peter speaks also here about particular laws – the ceremonial laws.  
A. You see, we commonly divide up the Law of God, as we find it in the first five books of the Bible, into three parts – moral, civil, and ceremonial.

B. And Paul says, in Ephesians 2:15, that Jesus bought Jew and Gentile into the one church “by abolishing in His flesh the law with its commandments and regulations.”  But later in 6:1, Paul quotes the fifth commandment as binding on all children, still.  
1) Very quickly then, because we do not have time to study this exhaustively, the moral law, which is seen best in the 10 Commandments, remains in force today – it is still binding on believers.  
a) They lie at the very heart of what Jesus meant when He said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.”
2) The civil law, on the other hand, which was peculiar to Israel as a nation ruled directly by God, remains in terms of its principles – justice, fair trading, safety regulations, etc.   
3) But what Jesus has fulfilled and abolished is the ceremonial law of Israel.  That’s what is referred to in Eph. 2:15.
a) Sacrifices, instructions about decorating the temple, offerings, cleanliness rules, circumcision, new-moon feasts, etc.  All these pointed forward to and had their fulfillment in the perfection of Jesus Christ and His sacrifice.  And they are no longer required of God’s people.  
C. And it might help us to think about this in terms of a Jew like Peter himself. 
1) You see, he lived up in Galilee.  Three times a year, however, he had to take a week off to travel to and from Jerusalem for the feasts.  That was hard work when you were a self-employed fisherman.
a) And that was just a most basic and obvious part of the ceremonial law.  
D. And so, it was a yoke, then, in every sense of the word, which, as Peter states, no Jew had been able to bear. 
iii. I am sure you can see, then, just how precious these words of Jesus came to be for Jewish believers, once they understood them in connection with the law.               Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  
A. Brothers and Sisters, young people and boys and girls, most of us will have walked in from school or a hike with a heavy backpack on our shoulders.  And we take it off and it feels like we might almost fly up into the air.  So great is the burden we have been carrying.  
B. Well, for the Jews, the heavy yoke was first and foremost the wrong idea of keeping the law in order to be saved and the abolishing of the ceremonial law, as well as the guilt of their sins.  
C. For you today, it is the guilt of your sins and any idea that you might have about how you can earn or contribute to your salvation.  
D. But Jesus says, “Come to me … Take off your pack!  I will give you rest … my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  Just trust in me.  Just love me.  And if you do, you will keep my commandments, and it will be no burden at all.     
1) Have you done this?  Will you do this today?  And if you have done this, will you stop trying to put the backpack of guilt and earning your salvation back on!
2. Well, from v12, we see that the Apostles continue to speak before James also rises to speak. 
a. James the Apostle, as we saw in ch. 12, has been executed by Herod.  So the James mentioned here is the James who was half-brother of the Lord Jesus.  
i. He is the James who wrote the Book near the end of the NT.  
ii. And James, we learn, did not believe in Jesus during His earthly ministry, but came to faith after Jesus rose from the dead, as we are told in 1 Cor. 15:7.  
iii. Now, in church history, James is known as ‘James the Just.’  He was known for being one who was extremely pious and rigorous about keeping the law.  
A. In fact, it is said that when he died he had knees that were calloused like those of a camel because of all of the hours he spent on them in prayer.  
iv. And Galatians 2:12 tells us that the circumcision activists viewed James as their leader.  
b. Thus, his speech is just as important and even more extraordinary than Peter’s.  For James too comes down on the side of the gospel.  
i. And he begins by emphasizing Jewishness by referring to Peter by his Hebrew name, Simeon.  
ii. But then he quotes from the passage we read earlier in Amos 9.  
A. And this would have been a stunning moment at the council.  This would have been one of those ‘you could have heard a pin drop’ moments.  
B. And to see why this is so, you have to turn to that passage again so you can see it alongside James’ quote.  
1) First of all, Amos 9:11-12 says that God will restore David’s fallen tent and rebuild it, in other words Jerusalem and David’s royal line, “‘so that they may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my name,’ declares the Lord…”  
a) What Amos is saying, then, is that a time will come when Israel will, as it were, inherit the world.   
2) But while that is what we read in the Hebrew version of the OT, that was not the version in common use at this time.  Greek was the everyday language even in the church.  And so, what James refers to is the Gk version of the OT.  But it may also be that he is interpreting the verses in the light of Christ.  
a) You see, OT prophecy often had this multiple fulfillment principle.  
i) It looked first to return from exile, but beyond that to Jesus’ first coming, and beyond that to Jesus’ Second Coming.  
3) So look at how it is expressed by James: “… I will rebuild David’s fallen tent … that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who bear my name.”  
a) Do you see what’s missing in James’ words here?  Israel!  There is no mention of Israel as a distinct people.  
i) V16 interprets Amos in terms of the coming of Jesus.  
ii) And v17 interprets Amos in terms of the church, which now includes the Gentiles.  
b) James now understands that the people of Jesus are not Jews plus others.  The people of Jesus is the church.  
i) The promises given to ethnic Israel are now firmly in the court of the church.  
ii) And this church is made up of all those who put their trust in Jesus Christ, regardless of their ethnic origin.  
c) It is not that God once worked in a special relationship with the people of Israel and the Promised Land, and has now paused from that relationship to work with the Gentiles, and will one day return to the people of Israel and the Promised Land.  
i) God’s plan has always been to include the Gentile nations in the church that He will one day present to His Son, Jesus Christ, as a spotless bride.  
ii) And even if there is a large scale adding of Jews to the church before Christ comes, as many Christians believe, it will be through faith in Christ and within the church, rather than in Palestine through things like circumcision and temple worship.  
4) The church, brothers and sisters, is not God’s plan B because His relationship with the people of Israel did not work out.  
a) The church is the plan.  The church is the bride of Christ.  
b) The church is that vast host of men and women from every tribe, nation, and tongue that Revelation 5:9 speaks of.
Well, having made this stunning declaration, James then says the words which become the decisions of the council.  And they are worthy of consideration in their own right next time.  But by way of conclusion, let’s note two of the implications that flow out of the response of the church to this controversy.
1. And the first is that while what occurred here was necessary, it was also, in a sense, a distraction.  
a. Now, I hesitate to even make this point.  For as I said, what happened here was necessary in every sense of the word.  However, as those believers gathered there, what they were not doing was spreading the gospel and discipling believers and planting churches.  
i. And we may be sure that in this the devil was rejoicing.  He would have loved for them to carry on with this theological debate for much longer than they did.  
b. And this would have been and continues to be a very difficult balance.  
i. I am sure that you, like me, have looked at bulletin notices about session meetings and issues session is discussing and presbytery meetings and synod meetings and synodical committee meetings and church visitations, etc, etc, etc, and wondered about the balance between what is necessary and what is distraction.  
A. And there can be no doubt that much work done in the name of the church is far more toward the distraction side of things than it is toward the necessary side of things.  
1) And may God forgive us for when that has been so.  
2) May He keep us from getting so caught up in ‘the work of the church’ that we forget the work of the church.  
c. Our chief calling, as individuals and as a congregation and as a denomination is to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything [Jesus has commanded].”  
d. But let me say again that what was done there in Jerusalem was necessary.  
i. We live in a fallen world.  The church is made up of sinners.  There will not always be agreement on even important matters of doctrine.  
ii. And so, time needs to be spent working these things through.  
iii. Thus, even such ‘meetings’ are part of life in the church of Jesus Christ, and part of His gracious provision to the church.  
A. So, let us pray too for those ‘meetings’ we see in the bulletins.  
B. Let us pray that the agenda of those meetings may be things that are necessary for the spreading of the gospel of eternal life in Christ Jesus.
2. But lastly, the need for this council also says something about the attitude of every Christian but especially about the type of men that ought to be appointed to leadership in the church.  
a. You see, the attitude in the believing Jews at Antioch and here in Jerusalem, who required circumcision, was a rebellious and quarrelsome attitude.  
i. You can just see them, on their tip toes, in the faces of Paul and Peter and James and the other apostles and elders: “Who do you think you are?  Who made you in charge?  My opinion counts just as much as yours.  Don’t give me that authority rubbish.  I know what I believe and I am right.  I will not be told what I can and cannot believe, and what I can and cannot do!”  
A. And of course, it is all cloaked in a veneer or orthodoxy, standing on the Bible, the ‘truth’ is at stake, etc.  
ii. But Paul is very specific about this in 1 Timothy 3 and 2 Timothy 2 and Titus 1.  
A. In 2 Timothy 2:24, Paul says to Timothy, “Don’t have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce quarrels.  And the Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful.  Those who oppose him he must gently instruct.”  
B. And in 1 Timothy and Titus 1, he says, in relation to the qualifications of an elder, that he must “not be quarrelsome.”  
1) And the Greek word he uses suggests someone who is a bully; someone who is contentious – always ready for and looking for an argument; someone who is pugnacious – which is one of those words, boys and girls, that means exactly what it sounds like – pugnacious!  
2) There is a rather famous commentary on the qualifications for elders by Lawrence Eyres.  And it has this to say about such a man: 
Men like this often describe themselves as “firm and uncompromising.  How do we spot this type of person?  Look for the man who, when his mind is made up on some difficult and complex subject, takes the attitude that anyone who questions his conclusions is questioning God Himself! … What is more, when their minds are made up they are not only adamant but positively overweening.  To reason with them, or even work with them, is a hopeless task.”  “Paul’s alternative is the gentle, patient man, the one who is fair-minded, fully willing and able to understand a different point of view – even when he disagrees with it.  He is firm when he knows he stands on the Word.  But he is always open to being convinced from the same word that his opinion is wrong, and when convinced does not find it hard to say he is wrong.
3) Now, this being gentle is not just for elders, but it is especially important for elders because of the work they are called to do.  
a) And it is necessary for elders and all believers for one very important reason: It is because the calling of the Christian is, no more and no less, to be like Jesus.  
i) And it is precisely this characteristic of our Lord that Paul appeals to as he exhorts the Corinthian Christians in 2 Cor. 10:1: “By the meekness and gentleness of Christ, I appeal to you.”  
ii) And so much damage has been done and can be done to the cause of Christ by quarrelsome men and women.  
Well, what we see in this chapter is the church in crisis mode.  Controversy and potential for division has arisen.  What we have witnessed, however, is the Lord Jesus Christ at work in His church to strengthen the church for her task; to further cement the foundation of the gospel upon which she stands.  
And while we often have a rather dim view about church meetings, I trust we have seen how they too are a necessary part of how the Lord prospers His church.  
But for this to be so, each of us needs to acknowledge the authority that the Lord Jesus gives to His elders.  
And each of us, together with those elders, must look to the gentle example of our Lord, even when we take our stand on His Word.  
The church belongs to Jesus Christ.  He purchased it with His blood.  And He will continue to build His church to the praise and glory of our God in heaven.  
May He keep us from false doctrine.  May He keep us from pride.  May He keep us faithful and thankful for this precious gospel!  Amen.

