The Law and the New Testament church
Acts 15:19-35 (text)   1 Corinthians 8; 10:23-33
The most important question that any human being must answer is the question Martin Luther asked in his agony in his monk’s cell: how may I be right with God? All men and women know God is there. They know he is a righteous God. They know they have fallen short of God’s righteousness and they know that that places them under his judgment. Romans chapter one tells us all this very clearly.
Therefore the question arises: how can we become righteous in God’s eyes and therefore be accepted by him and escape judgment? Is it by something that we must do? Is it by some human effort? Or must God do something for us? The Bible’s answer to that question has always been: God must do it for us. God must save us. God must make us righteous or we cannot be righteous. 
That of course raises another question: why then did God give his Law? And this is the question the council at Jerusalem in Acts 15 deals with as the gospel goes out from the Jews to the Samaritans and ultimately to the Gentiles, including Gentiles who until only a few weeks earlier had been complete pagans. 
The Lord’s people have often, both in Old Testament times and since Christ came, misunderstood the purpose of the law of God. The Pharisees did in Jesus’ day and it was they who caused the problem in the church of Antioch which this council in Jerusalem is dealing with. In general terms the Pharisees did two wrong things with the law of God. On the one hand, they put their own interpretations of the law, or even their own regulations, in the place of the law of God. The classic example of that is the one Jesus mentions in the Gospels: by which the Pharisees said that if you gave a substantial gift to the work of the Temple or the Synagogue, then you would no longer have to look after your parents in their old age.
 For this reason, what they called the law of Moses Jesus called the mere traditions of men and in contradiction to the law of God. 
The other thing they did was that they said it was possible to keep the law and make yourself righteous in God’s eyes and therefore acceptable to him. Whereas, in fact, God gave us the law to show us his righteousness so that we would see that we had, in fact, not kept the law but had fallen short of his standards; that we were sinful therefore and we need him to save us some other way. That was the first reason God gave the law – to show us our sinfulness and our need of salvation. The second reason God gave the law was, having put our faith in God to save us from our sins, how now do we live in a way that pleases him? What is our rule? Because, of course, we must now strive to live in righteousness and not the sin from which we had to be saved. 
It was absolutely crucial that the church sorted this question out right at the beginning of her New Testament history. Are we saved by human effort? Do we, can we make ourselves acceptable to God? Or do we need to be saved? Do we need God to make us acceptable to himself by giving us his own righteousness as a free gift of grace? 
The Apostle Paul’s answer to this question was very clear and he spoke it most clearly in verses 38 and 39 of Acts 13, preaching to the synagogue of the Jews in Pisidian Antioch. “Therefore,” he says, “let it be known to you brethren (brother Jews) that through him (Christ), forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you and through him everyone who believes is freed from all things from which you could not be freed through the law of Moses.”  Making ourselves acceptable to God whether by striving to keep the law or any other kind of human effort was in Paul’s eyes exactly what we could not do. And so, by his preaching of the gospel, we read at the end of chapter 14, Paul “opened the door of faith to the Gentiles.” 
But then these converts of the Pharisees came from Jerusalem to Antioch and began teaching that the Gentiles had to be “circumcised according to the custom of Moses and … observe the law of Moses, … otherwise,” they said, “you cannot be saved.”
 
But that was never the purpose of circumcision! That was never the purpose of the Ten Commandments or any of the law of Moses! What, after all, were all the sacrifices about? The sacrifices of the Old Testament were prescribed so that those who offered them could find forgiveness for the very fact that their circumcision did not save them and that they had broken the law and therefore put themselves further offside with God. But these converts of the Pharisees still did not understand that and they turned the whole thing upside down, even as Jesus had pointed out fifteen years ago. In Matthew 23 Jesus said, “You (Pharisees) tie up heavy loads and lay them on men’s shoulders. Woe to you Scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you shut off the kingdom of heaven to men! You don’t enter in yourselves and you don’t allow in those who want to enter.”

And like his Lord, Paul now accuses these men of doing the same thing; of closing the door of faith in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ that Paul had so recently opened to the Gentiles. Instead, these men taught that the people should try to reach God’s righteous standards by their own effort. 
The Jerusalem council answered this with a decisive No to the Pharisees and a Yes to Paul and the gospel. In the words of the Apostle Peter in verse 10, “Now therefore, why do you put God to the test by placing upon the neck of these Gentile disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear? But we Jews believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ in the same way as they also are.” The way of salvation is not by law. It is not by human effort of any sort but by faith in the work of God in Jesus Christ on our behalf. 
That still leaves us with the question: what do we do with the law of God? Why did he give it? After all, it’s a very big part of the Old Testament and, as a matter of fact, the New also. Does the law have anything to do with us since we have been saved by grace without the works of the law? Does the law say anything to the New Testament church? Does it play any part in the life of the New Testament Christian? The council answered that question as well. It didn’t answer it in a comprehensive, systematic way. It emphasized certain laws that could cause disagreement at that time and in that situation and cause misunderstanding and difficulties between Jewish and Gentile Christians. I’d like to speak about that this morning for what the church decided then is important for us still today. I’d like to say four things about it. First of all: 
1.
The law of God is the way of sanctification 
Sometimes we have to use some technical terms. There are two I want to use this morning: justification and sanctification. Let me explain them briefly. 
Justification is an act of God’s free grace by which he forgives all our sins and accepts us as righteous in his sight because Christ’s righteousness is regarded as our righteousness; and we receive this blessing by faith alone. That was the gospel that Paul taught. 
Sanctification is a work of God – an on-going work of God, not just a single act like justification – by which we are renewed in our whole selves according to the image of God and we are enabled more and more to die to sin and live to righteousness.

Justification is how God saves us through the work of Jesus Christ. Sanctification is how God works in our hearts by his Spirit so that we grow more and more like our Lord. Justification is how we are saved. Sanctification is how we live the life of a saved person; how we live the life of holiness. And Paul tells us in 1 Thessalonians that it is God’s will for us that we be sanctified; that we grow more like his blessed Son in our heart’s desires and in the kind of life we live.
 Sanctification is also a work of God but it is a work of God that he does in us. It is a work of God that, having done in us, we are then to work out in our lives, Paul tells us in Philippians.
 
The council had already answered the question: how are we saved? The elders and apostles gathered in Jerusalem that day didn’t accept this teaching that the Gentiles needed to be circumcised. They didn’t accept that the Gentiles had to observe the whole law of Moses to be saved. James concluded, “It is my judgment that we do not trouble those who are turning to God from among the Gentiles with,” what Peter had called, “a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear” (15:19, 10). So the question as to how anybody is saved has been settled. That is through the grace of the Lord Jesus, for both Jew and Gentile, by faith (v.11). 
But then, James continued, and in the words of the official letter that the council sent out, said, “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you new Gentile converts no greater burden than these essentials,” and then they listed four things – that are all spoken about in the law of Moses; and so we see that the law does still play a part in the life of the New Testament church. We see from any number of other places in the New Testament that the Law is still our rule to show us what is the righteousness that God requires us to live by. The law is our rule of sanctification. The law is our guide to holy living. 
Secondly, let us think about:

2.
The law and the sins that the present culture accepts
One of the four commands the council gave was that the Gentile Christians needed to be careful to keep themselves from fornication. That is simply the seventh commandment: “Thou shalt not commit adultery.” But the council used a word that covers every kind of sexual sin and not just adultery, strictly speaking.
Why did the council speak about sexual sin in particular, and especially when you remember that this letter was intended for the Gentiles?
 They picked on that particular sin for the same reason we need to be very careful about that sin today. Sexual immorality is simply not that anymore in our world. Some people, for sure, have a bit of an idea that adultery is still cheating. But anything else and just about everything else goes. It is not sinful. We’ve got over that now. We are grown up. We are free from those old inhibitions. 
Greek and Roman culture at that time was just the same – nearly as filthy in this respect as the Canaanite cultures were when Joshua took Israel into the land of Canaan 1300 years earlier. In the Roman Empire theft was still theft, murder was still murder. The only question about adultery was: which woman or which man? It wasn’t much different than asking at breakfast, Shall I have marmite or vegemite? It was pretty much just a part of everyday life. 
Our world is exactly the same and we need to be careful that we don’t get gradually drawn into an easygoing way of thinking about these things. For it is around us constantly. It’s in our face. You can’t drive along the motorway without seeing it on some billboard in some way. But present cultural norms, nor the laws of the land define sin and immorality. The law of God does that and by the law of God we must strive to please him. 
Thirdly: 
3.
The law and the gift of life
The council also directed the Gentile converts to “abstain … from blood and from (the meat of animals) that were strangled.” This is a law from ancient Israel and there are other laws concerning blood relating to this law. Essentially blood was not allowed to be eaten or drunk. Animals had to be bled before being cooked and eaten and of course an animal that died by strangling is not bled, so the blood would coagulate in the veins and it would be eaten with the meat Therefore animals that were strangled were not allowed to be eaten either. 
These laws are all spelt out in detail in Leviticus and Deuteronomy and for that reason many people regard them as simply part of the ceremonial law – the laws of worship and separation for Israel, like not growing wheat and corn in the same paddock, for instance.  I don’t believe that is right. I believe that blood is still forbidden to us because, in particular, it was a law that was given very early in the history of the human race and therefore it applies to the whole human race. It’s not just one of the worship laws of Israel. It was given after the flood when we were first told we could eat meat. In Genesis chapter 9, verse 3, God says to Noah, 
Every moving thing that is alive shall be food for you; I give it all to you as I have the green plant. Only you shall not eat the flesh with its life, that is, its blood. And surely I will require your life-blood; from every beast I will require it. From every man I will require the life of man. Whoever sheds man’s blood by man, his blood shall be shed, for in the image of God he made man.

The early church regarded this law as a moral law and continually binding. It was kept by churches in the Rhone Valley in Gaul in northern France as late as 177AD. We have historical evidence for that. Tertullian, the Church father spoke about it around 200. Alfred the Great of England, in the late 800s, included it in the English Law Code.
 
The Old Testament regards the life to be in the blood. And that is still true. Blood is a symbol of life, the ultimate gift of God, and we revere life therefore and we do not eat and drink that which is its highest symbol and without which we cannot live. The only blood we may drink is the blood of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, symbolically, in the wine of the Lord’s Supper, for our life is in his blood. 
Life is cheap in our day, even as chastity is and was in Paul’s time, and we too need constantly to keep up our opposition to abortion and now, the next one on the agenda, euthanasia. Life is a gift of God. The Lord gives and the Lord takes away and only he may. In this too, we must not let ourselves get pressed into the world’s way of thinking. 
Fourthly then, there is:

4.
The law of love and a good conscience
Finally, the council directed the Gentiles to abstain from things offered to idols. This was a particular problem in the pagan world of the time because many people belonged to trade guilds and they would be required to attend feasts at guild meetings. Meat eaten at these feasts would always have been offered to the pagan gods first. Furthermore, much of the meat on sale at the local butcher would have been offered to idols. Eating meat was often regarded as a religious matter in the ancient world. So much of a problem was this in Rome that the Jewish historian “Josephus says that some of the Jews at Rome lived on fruits exclusively from fear of eating something unclean.”
 
Paul’s teaching brings a lot more freedom to that situation. Many people believe that the reason the council required the Gentile converts to be careful about eating meat offered to idols was because of Jewish sensitivities. Calvin says, “All the ceremonies (of the worship of the Old Testament) could not be brought down in one day … (so the Council said to keep this law) … until the freedom in Christ should gradually be more clearly understood.” 
Well, on this occasion I think Calvin is mistaken. Jesus had scandalized the Jews about clean and unclean foods and Sabbath regulations long ago. Peter had eaten with Gentiles ten or twelve years ago and presumably unclean foods also. Circumcision, the most revered of the laws of worship of the Old Testament, was clearly repudiated at this council and baptism accepted in its place. And anyway, why should the new boys on the block have to give in to the sensitivities of those who ought to be more mature, the Jewish believers, and who actually formed the backbone of the leadership of the church?
 
Paul wrote about this to the Romans and the Corinthians later and explained this ruling a bit more. He said, as we read in 1 Corinthians 8; 
i) 
Idols actually are nothing. There is no real god behind them. So for someone who is quite clear in their minds about that, then eat all the meat you like and don’t ask questions where it came from. 
ii)
However, for those who have grown up under idolatry and this truth of the actual unreality of idols (1 Corinthians 8:7) had not really got home yet, and therefore they would still feel that they were participating in a religious ceremony if they ate such meat, then Paul says for people like that it would be a sin to eat meat, to eat things sacrificed to idols. 
iii)
One other thing Paul said. If you’re in a situation of being able to eat meat and there are some other Christians present who may not have the same freedom of conscience as you – in our day it could perhaps be eating Hallal meat when there are new converts from Islam present – then even though you can eat that meat in principle, don’t in that situation. “For,” as Paul says, “if someone sees you, who have knowledge, dining in an idol’s temple, will not his conscience, if he is weak, be strengthened to eat things sacrificed to idols? For through your knowledge he who is weak is ruined, the brother for whose sake Christ died. And thus by sinning against the brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. Therefore if food causes my brother to stumble I will never eat meat again, that I might not cause my brother to stumble.”
 
Eating food offered to idols depends on our knowledge and the strength of our conscience; and, because we ought to love our brother, it also depends on his knowledge and the strength of his conscience. We may not violate our own conscience nor the conscience of our brother. 
Conclusion
Well now congregation, we have dealt with the very first council of the Christian church. It was a very important council for it dealt with the very important question that has plagued the people of God right from the very beginning – why did God give the Law? His law was never given for us to keep so that we would become righteous in his eyes and thus be accepted by him. It was given for two main reasons;

i)
to show us that ever since we fell in Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden we have been and are sinners. The law is the standard of God’s righteousness and we fail to meet it, every one of us, therefore we need God to save us through the blood of Christ. Because of Christ’s sacrifice God forgives us our sins and he grants to us, as a free gift, the righteousness of Christ, as if it were our own righteousness. And that is how God now sees us;

ii)
the other reason he gave us his law is to show us the pathway of sanctification, how we should live as his people. The law says: this is the righteousness that befits a child of God; live this way. And this is not just a New Testament perspective: this is the reason God gave the law in the Old Testament too. Right at the beginning of the Ten Commandments, God said, “I am the Lord, your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt.” I am the Lord your God who saved you, in other words. Now this is how I want you to live. This is the standard of righteousness the people I save live by. “You shall have no other gods before me” and so on. And so it is for us in the New Testament as well. 
But the council was dealing with this question in a particular historical and social situation. The Jews were having to come to terms with the idea that salvation was by grace alone. And while they’re trying to get to grips with that and the fact that the church is no longer Jewish, Gentiles are pouring into the church, having come from their pagan culture. The decisions of the council reflect this situation. 
Paul adds one other aspect. He says it is possible to do all these things without love. In 1 Corinthians 13 he even says it’s possible to give your body to be burned without love.  Therefore don’t only look at your own situation and your Christian liberty; remember your brother. If he has not understood the truth about idols yet, don’t trip him up.

For the first commandment is: “Love God with all your heart.” Therefore, when it comes to the moral laws, absolutely obey them, otherwise you don’t love God. 
When it comes to things that in themselves are neither here nor there – Hallal-killed meat, for example – then the important question is: I am free to eat this; but I don’t have to. Will my freedom strengthen my brother’s faith or will weaken him? For the second commandment is: “Love your neighbour as yourself.” 
May the Lord help us to live then with true love for God and true love for our brothers and sisters in Christ.  Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 27th May, 2007
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