Maintaining the Simplicity of the Gospel
Acts 15:1-21   Galatians 2:1-16
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we are half-way through the book of Acts and yet, in a way, with Paul’s visit back to the church in Antioch in the last paragraph of chapter 14 that we looked at last Sunday, we have covered what the Book of Acts is about. At Pentecost the church received the Holy Spirit “in power, to witness to Christ in Jerusalem and in all Judea and to Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth.” In other words the church received the Holy Spirit in power to preach the gospel and to establish the church among the Jews, among the Samaritans (a kind of a half-breed between Jews and all sorts of Gentiles) and among the Gentile nations – among every kind of people on the earth, in other words, as the Jews categorized them. 
#
So the first seven chapters tell about the evangelization of Jerusalem and Judea. 
#
Chapter eight tells about the evangelization of Samaria. 
#
Then we come to chapter nine and the first 31 verses are a little bit of an interlude in which we read about the conversion of Saul who became the Apostle Paul. His conversion brought peace to the church in Judea and Samaria for a time and of course produced the man who would take the gospel to the Gentile world in force. 
#
Chapter nine, verse 32 through to chapter 14 tell of the evangelization of the Gentiles. First of all, in principle, by Peter to Cornelius, the Roman centurion; but then to the Gentiles on their own ground and even as rank pagans, as we saw in the city of Lystra last Sunday, by the Apostle Paul. 
Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch, the church that sent them out, and report on “all the things that God had done with them and how he had opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” (14:27). They stayed in Antioch a long time and while they are there Peter visits. While Peter is visiting some other men come down from Judea, from Jerusalem, and begin to try and close the door of faith to the Gentiles! – or at least make it narrower than Jesus did. We find out in verse five that they were converts from the sect of the Pharisees. From what they taught we wonder whether they really were converted at all. And indeed, in Galatians chapter 2, verse 4 which we have just read, the Apostle Paul calls them false brethren because they said, “unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses you cannot be saved.”
 
They were so serious about this they sent some of their number to all the towns that Paul and Barnabas had just recently visited in Galatia. Peter was even influenced by them. Paul did two things about this. 
First of all, he sat down and wrote the letter to the Galatians and sent that hot on the heels of these Judaizers to his converts in those towns to refute this false doctrine. It is a very sharp letter; by far Paul’s sharpest. He took this matter very seriously. He saw that it undermined his whole understanding of the gospel. In chapter one of Galatians he even called it “another gospel which is not the gospel.” He did not mince words.
 
The other thing Paul did was this. In Antioch, he and Barnabas, after Barnabas had finally got himself sorted out as well, had a great debate with these men. It seems that Peter pretty soon realized his mistake but between them all they could not convince the Judaizers nor, apparently, all in the congregation. After all, these Judaizers claimed to have come from James, the chairman of the session of the Jerusalem church, the mother church. So the church at Antioch “sent Paul and Barnabas and certain others of their number to talk with the apostles and elders” in Jerusalem to decide the matter (v.2). 
It is interesting how God overrules in history. Last week we saw that Paul had established the disciples as churches in the province of Galatia, or Pisidia as it is otherwise called. Paul had to do that because the gospel produces the church as much as it produces Christians. The two should never be separated. They never are in the New Testament. And we saw that at heart there is one thing essential to the church – Christ ruling his people, as a body, through his Word (Old Testament and New Testament) under the protection of the Lord God. The church is really a very simple matter at heart. 
Today, in this dispute which results in the first gathering that might resemble a synod of the church, we see what is the essential teaching of the word of Christ and that too is really a very simple matter: that “we,” whoever we are, “are saved by grace, the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ” verse 11; and we receive that grace of “cleansing from our sins by faith” (v.7 cf. v.9). 
Well, this delegation gets to Jerusalem and after Paul and Barnabas had reported all that God “had done with them” on their mission trip to the Gentiles, these other chaps state their case (v.5). “It is necessary,” they said, “to circumcise these Gentiles and to direct them to observe the Law of Moses. Otherwise, as they had said in verse 1, “you cannot be saved.” So there was a lot of debate, perhaps, first of all, among all the Jerusalem delegates. Then Peter spoke; after him, Paul and Barnabas; then James summed it all up and gave his judgment. And his judgment was this: “…that we do not trouble those who are turning to God from among the Gentiles” anymore than these four rules, which he spells out in verse 20. 
Given that the council required the Gentile Christians to keep these four rules, obviously, just because we are saved by grace and not by our own law-keeping or any other human effort, does not mean that Christians have no laws to live by. We do. We have the Law of God to live by. But that was not the question before the council. The question before the council was not, first of all: how we should live as the Lord’s people? The question was, first of all: how may we be saved to become the Lord’s people in the first place? 
And people of God, this is still a relevant question, for this is still the basic difference between Christianity and every other religion in the world; are we saved by what we do? or are we saved by God alone and completely? – by what he does? It’s still one of the big arguments Protestants have with the Roman church. These men of the sect of the Pharisees were saying that not only did you have to believe in Jesus Christ, you also had to “be circumcised and keep the Law of Moses otherwise you cannot be saved.” And that’s the position of the Roman Catholic Church to this day. 
There are even some evangelicals who get very close to teaching that sort of thing. We’ll come to that later. Paul was completely and utterly opposed to this. He saw it as a direct attack on the heart of the gospel. So serious did he consider it that he called the men who taught it “false disciples.” He said their gospel was not the gospel at all … “for if righteousness came through the Law, or any other human effort, then Christ died needlessly” (Galatians 2:21). In chapter one he even says, “Let these people be cursed.” Indeed, “if an angel from heaven should teach what they teach, let the angel be cursed.” Could you speak more strongly? Paul didn’t say these things to the Jerusalem Council because at that point he was trying to win his brothers to see the truth. But I have no doubt at all that he would have handed down his curses on the whole Jerusalem Council if they had not agreed. 
But the Council did agree. And so the very first ecumenical – whole church – Council dealt with the most basic question of Christianity: how are we saved? Well how did the Council come to its conclusion? I have four points I want to make. First of all: 
1.
God always intended the Gentiles to receive the gospel
Verse 7: “After there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, ‘Brethren, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you that by my mouth the Gentiles would hear the word of the gospel and believe.’” In Acts chapter 10 we read that ten or fifteen years ago Peter was in the town of Joppa on the coast of Judea and he had a dream in which he saw a sheet coming down from heaven with animals that in the Old Testament were unclean and forbidden for Jews to eat. But God told him to eat. While Peter was thinking this through, three men came knocking at the door to tell him that Cornelius, a Roman centurion had sent them to take him to preach the gospel to the Gentiles in his house, forty kilometres up the coast in Caesarea. 
Everybody at the Jerusalem Council knew about this. Peter had reported it to the Jerusalem church straight away because it was a very important event, especially being told not only to eat with Gentiles but to eat what formerly had been unclean animals. Everybody at the Jerusalem Council had accepted that Peter had done this at the command of the Lord. That was obvious because when James refers to it in verse 14 he speaks about it in a way that indicates it was well-known. 
James then speaks, and what is especially interesting about what he says is the phrase: “God took from among the Gentiles a people for his name.” The Old Testament often speaks that way of the nation of Israel. In the Old Testament, Israel was a people for God’s name. But now James is saying that God is taking Gentiles and making of them a people for his name. One commentator puts it like this, “James meant that God had clearly shown (by that dream) that the new community (the new Israel) which was to display his glory in the world should be drawn from Gentiles as well as from Jews.”
 
And to clinch the argument James then says that the prophet Amos had foretold this.
 And he quotes Amos in verse 16, “After these things I will return and I will rebuild the tabernacle of David which has fallen and I will rebuild its ruins and I will restore it so that the rest of mankind may seek the Lord and all the Gentiles who are called by my name, says the Lord, who makes these things known from long ago.”

And here I want to make a little diversion for a moment. We decided, maybe 18 months ago, that I should preach on the book of Acts because we thought we would learn a lot from it about the church and the work of the church while also speaking to some influences in the general Christian world today that are not biblical but which we come across; and indeed our young people particularly come across them from other students at the Christian schools. For example, what really does the Bible teach about baptism? What does the Bible really teach about the gift of tongues and healing and all those other miraculous gifts? What does the Bible really teach about the interpretation of prophecy?
You see, many people today read that prophecy in the book of Amos and they think we are to look forward to the Messiah coming to Israel and rebuilding Jerusalem in the land of Palestine, rebuilding Solomon’s Temple and David’s palace. And then they read other prophecies in the Old Testament and add to that other details and the whole expectation is built up of Christ re-establishing the whole ancient Davidic Kingdom in Jerusalem, ruling the world today, or sometime in the near future, from a literal throne in Jerusalem; and all the nations of the present world giving tribute as in the days of Solomon. 
Now, if we only had the Old Testament prophets to go by perhaps that’s not such an unreasonable understanding. But why should we look forward to that kind of a fulfilment of those prophecies when James tells us here, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit no less, that the prophecies about the restoration of Israel under the Messiah, are fulfilled already? They are fulfilled spiritually, in the church, made up of Jews and Gentiles. And why should a spiritual fulfilment be a problem to us, as it is apparently to some people, when the New Testament interprets those prophecies in a spiritual way? And when Jesus even spoke in a similar way of himself rebuilding the Temple in John chapter two? 
So much prophetic teaching around today is completely wrong-headed because it ignores what the New Testament understands the Old Testament prophets to be speaking about. So many Christians today end up with exactly the same outlook for the Jewish people that the disciples had in Acts chapter one and not much different from the way the Pharisees in our text this morning viewed things. “Lord”, said the disciples to Jesus in Acts chapter one, verse five, “are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” So many Christians today simply believe the same old Jewish nationalistic hopes of the Jews of Jesus’ day. But James tells us here, and the whole Council of Jerusalem accepted his judgment, that the prophecies about the revival of Israel are being fulfilled in the spiritual kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the church, which grows, like Daniel’s “stone cut without hands,” all around the world. This is a very clear example of how the apostles interpreted Old Testament prophecy and we should take it as our rule for looking at all other similar prophecies. 
So then, first of all, the Jerusalem Council was helped in coming to its conclusion that salvation is by grace alone, plus nothing, because God sent the gospel to the Gentiles as he had promised in the Old Testament. Second: 
2.
There is no distinction between Jew and Gentile in the gospel
Peter learned his lesson from the Apostle Paul’s rebuke very well and he makes the point several times.
 
In verse seven, when he speaks at the Council, he says that when God sent him to take the gospel to the Gentiles in the first place, to Cornelius’ house, he preached “that the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe.” He didn’t say anything about being circumcised or keeping the Law. 
In verse nine Peter says that God “made no distinction between us and them, cleansing their hearts by faith.” 
In verses ten and eleven Peter enforces the idea that in verses 7 and 9 he had meant that Jew and Gentile are both saved by faith and nothing else when he says, We Jews found keeping the Law (as the Pharisees understood it should be kept) a burden, a burden too heavy and, as a matter of fact, “we Jews believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ in the same way as they – the Gentiles – are.” What could be clearer?

Peter does not believe, like these Judaizers, that the Jews are saved by faith plus circumcision and indeed observing the whole Law of Moses. Peter believes that Jews also are only saved by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Paul had told Peter back there in Antioch a few weeks ago that when he refused to eat with Gentiles, as he had been used to doing ever since he was invited into Cornelius’ house, that he was acting hypocritically. Paul had no doubt said what he wrote to the Galatians at the same time: “We know that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Jesus Christ. Even we (Jews) have believed in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith and not by the works of the Law (or any other human effort), since by works of the Law shall no flesh be justified” (Galatians 2:16). 
The third thing that helped the Jerusalem Council to its decision was that, 
3.
God confirmed this gospel to the Gentiles and the Jews in the same way
At Pentecost the Holy Spirit came down on the church to empower her for her task of taking the gospel to the whole world and the sign that the Holy Spirit had come upon them was that they spoke in tongues. They proclaimed the wonderful works of God in all the languages of the countries to which the Jews had been dispersed since the great Babylonian exile. But tongues not only made it possible for the gospel to be preached easily to all those Jews in Jerusalem for the Passover so that they could take it back to the people back home quickly and readily. Tongues was also a sign that God was taking the kingdom away from the Jews, as Jews, and giving it to a nation that would be faithful as Israel had not been, the spiritual nation of both Jews and Gentiles. That is what the parable of the talents in Matthew 21 is all about. 
The interesting thing is that when the gospel went to the other two groups that Jesus mentioned in Acts chapter one, verse eight beside the Jews, the Samaritans and the Gentiles, they also, when the gospel first went to them, began to speak in tongues. Thus Peter and John in Samaria, and Peter and the other Jews with him in Cornelius’ house, knew that the Samaritans and the Gentiles had also received the great gift of the Holy Spirit and that therefore they also were fully members of the church, as they were, uncircumcised Samaritans and Gentiles. And therefore Peter said they should be baptized.
 Peter now reminds the Council of this and he says, “God chose me so that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and believe. And God, who knows the heart, bore witness to them, giving them the Holy Spirit just as he also did to us” (vv.7-8). And everybody at the Jerusalem Council knew that had happened. They’d accepted it as the truth ten or fifteen years ago. 
When Peter is finished Paul gets up and he tells them all that exactly the same thing happened when he and Barnabas preached in Cyprus, in Asia Minor and Galatia. “They related the signs and wonders that God had done through them among the Gentiles” (v.12). Those signs and miracles were God’s confirmation that the true gospel had come to them. 
Well that was enough for James, so he brought the whole thing to a conclusion and as the chairman he gave his judgment and everybody else agreed. So the simple truth that the gospel is that we are saved by faith in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ and that alone was preserved from this early attack. 
But there is one other point that Peter and James make along the way and that is that salvation had to be this way; it had to be by faith and faith alone. For, fourthly,

4.
Keeping the Law is exactly what none of us can do
As I alluded earlier, having been saved we must, as the Lord’s people, try to keep the Law. What else did the Council do but give the Gentile converts certain commands to keep? What those commands refer to and how we are to understand them today, I want to look at next Lord’s Day. But certainly the command against fornication is simply the seventh commandment. The Council is not saying that the Law of God doesn’t apply to us anymore, for the Law is simply God telling us what sin is and what his Son died to save us from. And that’s the point. Christ died to save us from sin, not just from hell. So we must try to live by the Law of God as an expression of our thankfulness and so that we may show that we truly are the children of our heavenly Father. But the question in this chapter is: do we keep the Law to be saved? That’s what these Judaizers were saying. 
Well, after saying there is no distinction between Jew and Gentile in the church of the Lord Jesus Christ, Peter says in verse 10, “Now therefore, why do you put God to the test – why do you provoke God to anger – by placing upon the neck of the disciples a yoke – a burden – which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear? We believe we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus in the same way as they also are.”
Unfortunately, many Jews by Jesus’ day had come to look on circumcision as in itself the mark of being accepted by God. They forgot that Moses told them on at least two occasions that if their circumcision meant anything at all, their hearts also needed to be circumcised. And Jeremiah later tells them that you could in fact be circumcised, yet uncircumcised.
 Along these same lines the Jews, or many of them, viewed keeping the Law of God as the way of salvation. Paul used to. He was a Pharisee of the Pharisees and boasted that he even succeeded. But then he realized one day that the tenth commandment, the commandment about coveting, was a commandment that spoke to the attitude of the heart and Paul came to realize that sin is not just the outward deed. And, as Peter says in verse eight, God “knows the heart,” and therefore in verse nine, we need to be cleansed in the heart. 
Salvation must be by grace, through faith alone. Any other way is “placing upon the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither the ancient Jews nor Peter and his fellows of the day were able to bear;” a burden with which, says James, “we should not trouble anybody turning to God from among the Gentiles.”
 Keeping the Law, seeking to make ourselves good enough for God is something no one can do. 
Conclusion
Of course this applies to us today in a general way exactly as it did back then. But working it out in the context of our own times, we can see that it applies to us in two particular ways. 
We know that the Roman Catholic Church adds to the gospel human effort and human works. But so do some who call themselves Protestants, evangelicals. There are still Pentecostals around today who will doubt your salvation if you don’t speak in tongues; even though tongues was spoken very rarely in the New Testament; even though there is not one single command in the Bible to speak in tongues. And young people, I say to you especially if you are meeting this, don’t you buy a bit of it. That you must speak in tongues to be a Christian is a perversion of the gospel. It is not the gospel! Faith plus tongues comes under all the curses Paul spoke against faith plus circumcision. Don’t let that idea unsettle you for a moment. 
On the other hand, let me unsettle you for a moment, or at least, let me make you pause. You are baptized, as part of the ongoing church, having been born to Christian parents. We may fall into the danger of making the same mistake the Jews made. Baptism in the New Testament is the equivalent of circumcision in the Old Testament and just as Old Testament Israel was told that they needed to be circumcised in their heart as well as in the flesh, so also we must be baptized in the heart as well as on the forehead. 
Circumcision pictured the flesh of sin being cut away from our hearts. Baptism pictures the same truth in another way. It pictures the dirt of sin being washed away from our hearts. It is a picture of what Peter speaks about in verse nine: the “cleansing of our hearts by faith in the sacrifice of Christ.” 
So I want to ask the question: are our hearts cleansed from sin? Christianity is a spiritual matter. It’s a matter of the heart. Are our hearts – yes are we freed from the guilt of sin – but are we also cleansed from sin itself, from the pollution of sin and our love for sin? That’s why we confess our sin every Sunday. Sometimes people – and I don’t think I’ve heard this from any of you people – but sometimes Christians say our worship should always be joyful. Well our worship should certainly be joyful. But is the love of sin really cleansed from our hearts? So we need to seek the Lord’s forgiveness and the Lord’s cleansing often. And young people, and older people too!, you can fool me, you can fool your parents, you can fool the elders, you can fool the rest of the church. But you can’t fool God because God knows the heart. 
Is our religion a religion of the heart? Our church is full. We expect and most Sundays our whole church membership is here to worship on Sunday morning and that is wonderful. That is really wonderful, it is real faithfulness. But is it the response of the love of our heart to the Lord Jesus Christ? Or is it show? Or is it even our human effort to make ourselves right with God? 
It can’t be done brothers and sisters. We are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, whoever we are. It is as simple and as wonderful as that. Praise the Lord. Let us give him thanks.
… Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 20th May, 2007
� Stott holds to the view that Galatians was written to the churches in South Galatia, the churches established during Paul’s first journey during the “long time” of Acts 14:28 and before the Council of Jerusalem. Hence, the Galatians 1 visit corresponds with Acts 9:26; the Galatians 2 visit with Acts 11; and the Jerusalem Council occurs after Galatians was written. So does Bruce, with a good discussion on p.298-301. This seems correct to me.


� Stott has a very good discussion of the issue on p.243f.


� Bruce.


� Not only had James shown wisdom in getting Peter to speak first, Paul’s theology having been the problem to the Judaizers, he now, whom the Judaizers might have seen as their champion, declares himself for faith alone & that the Gentiles’ inclusion in the church was prophesied by Amos; thus also showing a biblical, not just a theological, basis for the Council’s decision.


� Bruce has a good discussion of the import of the fact that Paul quotes from the Septuagint rather than the Masoretic Text (MT); p.310. Stott also, noting in fn.11, p.247, “The difficulty with James’ citation of Amos is that the text quoted is almost exactly that of the Septuagint, whereas in the MT the first promise refers to a restored Israel and the second to Israel’s possession of Edom and all the nations. To be sure, the MT would still have been an appropriate quotation for James to use, understanding Edom as an example of the nations to be ‘possessed’ or embraced by the true Israel. But which text was James using? Critics argue that, being the Jerusalem leader of the Hebrew church, he would never have used the Greek Septuagint. Perhaps not. On the other hand, ‘like all Galileans he would be bilingual’ (Neil, p.173), and the proceedings of the Council are likely to have been in Greek. If, however, he was speaking Aramaic, then probably he was using a Hebrew text different from the MT, which presumably lay behind the Septuagint translation, and which, in a form almost identical to the Septuagint wording, the Qumran community seems to have known.”





� After the Jerusalem Council Peter disappears from the story, having reverted to his ch.10-11 position vis a vis the Gentiles in the church. So also Jerusalem ceases to be the focus of the book. From now on the book is about Paul’s progress to Rome.


� Compare also Acts 10:15,20,29; 11:9,12,17.


� Acts chaps 8, 10, 11.


� Deuteronomy 10:16; 30:6; Jeremiah 4:4; 9:25.


� Bruce comments: “When a Gentile proselytized he was said to “take up the yoke of the kingdom of heaven.” But also, the Law, especially as expanded by Shammai, was a heavy burden under which the Jews groaned. Cf. Matthew.11:29; 23:4.
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