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“The Law of Love”      Text – Acts 15:19-35       OT Reading – Leviticus 17:10-16; 18:1-5, 24-30; 19:1-4, 9-18

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We turn our attention, once again, to the church council held in Jerusalem.  Because of a very important doctrinal matter, the representatives of the whole church gathered in Jerusalem to discuss it.  

Well, since that time, it is generally agreed that the same thing happened seven times in the history of the church.  

We call these ecumenical councils.  Ecumenical comes from the Greek and means ‘the whole world.’  So an ecumenical council means a council made up of all the churches of the world.  

The first was at Nicea in AD 325.  

There the central matter discussed was the divinity of Jesus. 

The next was Constantinople in 381, then Ephesus in 431, Chalcedon in 451, Constantinople II in 553, Constantinople III in 680, and finally, Nicea II in 787.  

After 787, however, because the church split into the Western church and the Eastern church, whatever meetings there have been cannot be described as ecumenical in the same sense as those first seven.

So, how do we deal with issues in the church today?  How do we deal with theological controversy?  What happens when believers have different interpretations of the Bible?  

Take any two believers, after all, and start working through both doctrinal matters and/or ‘Christian living’ matters, and you will soon find disagreement.

The circumstances of the Second Coming of Jesus?  Baptizing children?  Women in office?  The Creation debate?  Homosexual marriage?  Sovereignty or Free-will?  Speaking in tongues?  Sunday observance?  Organ or band?  Skirts this long or this long?  Tattoos?  Alcohol?  Smoking?  Dancing?  Movies?  Ornate cathedrals or plain church buildings?  How we school our children?  Psalms and hymns?  Common cup at the Lord’s Supper?  At the table or in the pew?  Standing to pray or sitting or kneeling?  May we read Harry Potter?  Jeans in church?  The list goes on…
Well, one thing is certain.  We should not have these debates as two churches in a Southern US town once did.  You see, many US churches have a sign right out on the street that they put service details on each week or some sort of Christian message.  And one week, Our Lady of Martyrs Catholic church had on their sign, “All dogs go to heaven.”  So, Beulah Presbyterian Church put on theirs, “Only humans go to heaven Read the Bible.”  So Our Lady updated theirs to read, “God loves all his creations dogs included.”  To which Beulah responded with “Dogs don’t have souls this is not open for debate.”  Our Lady came back with “Catholic dogs go to heaven Presbyterian dogs can talk to their pastor.”  Beulah put up, “Converting to Catholicism does not magically grant your dog a soul.”  Our Lady said, “Free dog souls with conversion.”  Beulah sought the last word with “Dogs are animals there aren’t any rocks in heaven either.”  But Our Lady responded with “All rocks go to heaven.” 
Now, even though I have seen the photos of the signs, I am a little suspicious about whether this is a true story.  But I wouldn’t be surprised if it was.  
I have heard and seen enough in my short time on earth, and I know my own heart well enough, to believe that that sort of ‘church debate’ is certainly possible.  
But rather than learn from that terrible example of dealing with differences of opinion or practise, let’s ponder the remarkable example that is set before us here in Acts 15.

As we have seen, the issue that gave rise to this council was the teaching of some Jewish believers that trusting in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins was not enough to be saved.  It was also necessary to be circumcised, which was really shorthand for ‘keeping the Law of Moses.’  
Thus, it was deemed necessary to call a church council.  And so, the Apostles and elders and the whole assembly of the church gathered to debate this matter.  
So, we first looked at why this matter was a gospel issue.  

We saw how important it is that we avoid adding anything to the gospel.  Our only hope and comfort has to be Jesus’ finished work on the cross.

And we then looked at the activities and speeches at this council and saw the value of church meetings such as this one.  

But we also noted how important it is that we avoid the sin of pride when it comes to disagreements and we looked at the Bible’s warnings to watch out for those who love to argue. 
Well, now we come to the crunch.  Now we come to decision time.  Everyone has had their chance to speak.  So today we want to look at the decisions of the council and the activity after the council.  
And we have already looked at the usefulness of church meetings for deciding doctrinal matters.  

So today we simply want to understand what we read here and some of its implications before ending with what these verses teach us about dealing with disagreement or differences between individuals.  How do we live together despite having different views or practises?
1. So, firstly then, note that we are actually given the decisions of the council three times.  
a. We hear them from the mouth of James in vv19-21, we see them in the letter that was sent to the churches in v29, and we will come across them again in 21:25 when Paul returns to Jerusalem and is arrested.  
i. So, these are clearly important decisions that we do well to consider.  Things are not repeated in Scripture for the sake of it.  There is gospel encouragement for believers in these decisions and gospel education for believers.
2. To begin with, then, there is a recognition of office.  
a. From this chapter and several other places in the NT, it is clear that James held a prominent place in the Jerusalem church.  In addition, we see several references also to the apostles and the elders in this chapter.  
i. There is a recognition by the members of the church that some have been called by God to positions of leadership.  Jesus Christ has set them aside to be His mouth-piece; to be His “ambassadors.”  It is their task to preach and to teach.  
A. Therefore, it makes sense to listen carefully to what they say as His servants.  
b. Now, as we shall see in Acts 17, this does not mean that God wants His people to blindly follow the words of their leaders.  Not at all!  Indeed, what they say must always be tested against the Scriptures to see that it is not the word of man but the word of the Lord.  
i. But we shall say more of this when we come to Acts 17.  
ii. Nevertheless, we do well to treat as weighty and to pay careful attention to the things those called to lead in the church say.
3. But note also what does not happen with these decisions.
a. After his conversion, the Apostle Paul spent something like three years in the desert where Jesus came to Him and personally instructed him about the gospel (Gal. 1:12).  Ananias was personally instructed by Jesus.  Peter has had visions where he was been taught about clean and unclean foods.  
b. So, you almost expect that with this matter they would simply ask the Lord to appear and give them the answer, Himself.  Or, they could put a Yes – circumcision box and a No – circumcision box on a table and ask the Lord to make one of the boxes disappear.  Then they would have their answer.  
i. In other words, it wouldn’t have seemed out of place with much of what we have read in the OT, in the Gospels, and in the early part of Acts, if they had sought special revelation by way of vision or miracle or some visible demonstration of heavenly power on earth.  
c. But we do not see that do we.  
i. Now, we will still see the miraculous as we continue with Acts.   
A. We are still in that time period between the testaments when God accompanied those He called to special office with the ability to perform miraculous signs as ‘proof’ of their calling.  
ii. But it is noteworthy that here in Acts 15, this very important matter is resolved in a very ‘earthly,’ ‘human’ manner by way of debate and Bible study and the recognition of lawful authority.  
d. And in this too we learn something about the ordinary way that disagreement between believers and/or in the church ought to be worked through – we talk together, we open God’s word together, we pray together, and we value God given authority.
i. These things too are part of the spiritual blessings we enjoy in Christ Jesus.
4. Well, as we consider the decisions themselves, let’s remember the matter this council is discussing.  To paraphrase William Shakespeare, “To circumcise or not to circumcise?  That is the question.”
a. Has it struck you, then, as rather remarkable that in these four decisions there is no mention at all of circumcision?  
i. The four things that are required have to do with food and blood and sexual immorality, but not circumcision.  
ii. So, we must ask, could it be that the council has come up with a rather ‘gutless’ response, as it were, that ignores the main issue?  Have they taken the political route, perhaps, to try and keep everyone happy?  
A. Well, clearly, that is not the case.  
B. What Luke records and how he says it gives every indication of a favourable interpretation of the council’s decisions.  We are supposed to rejoice in what happens here as a victory for the gospel, as an evidence of a maturing church, as a visible demonstration of Christian liberty at work.
1) We are told how well the decisions were received and how useful they were in promoting unity in the churches.

b. So again, we ask, why is there no ‘circumcision is not necessary for salvation’ statement in this letter?
i. Well, to begin with, the very absence of a statement on the circumcision question is significant.  
A. If the council had decided that circumcision was necessary for salvation, there can be no doubt that that would have been in the letter.   
c. But let’s be clear on this also.  This letter says something very important about the circumcision issue.  If you look at the opening words of the letter that was sent out to the churches, in v24, God’s people are told that those who were teaching the saving necessity of circumcision had no authorization to do so and were therefore disturbers and troublers of the Lord’s people.  
i. And this is very clear and very strong language.  
ii. Having arrived at their decisions, the council puts them in a letter, chooses two representatives of the Jerusalem congregation, Judas and Silas, to go along with Paul and Barnabas in order to visit the churches and read out the letter.  And that is exactly what is described in vv30-35.
A. And while we can read the words easily, let’s imagine for a moment how this played out in the life of these congregations.  
1) Sunday arrives.  You have gathered for church.  Word has spread that P&B are back with a letter from the Jerusalem council about this issue that has been causing such upset.  
2) So now Paul stands to read out the decisions of the council.  
3) And probably some of those circumcision teachers are right there in the congregation.  
a) Note that in 15:5 they were called ‘believers.’  
b) They were those who confessed the name of Jesus; those who you sat next to in the pew from Sunday to Sunday; perhaps the Joseph or Simon sitting next to you at that very moment, or perhaps, boys and girls, the parents of your friends at church. 
4) But now, having considered the view they have been teaching, the church of Jesus Christ issues a warning: It is the theological equivalent of what you see on a cigarette package: Danger – Smoking causes lung cancer.  But here, it is spiritual health that is in view.  The circumcision heresy is dangerous to spiritual health.  Watch out for anyone who teaches that you need to be circumcised in order to be saved.  
a) In effect, v24 amounts to a public labelling of those men as heretics – preachers of a false doctrine. 

5) Now, perhaps some listened and realized their error and changed their view.   But we may be sure that there were others who were strongly angered with what they heard, who perhaps even stormed out in violent disagreement.  
a) We are not told.  But we do know how people typically react in such situations.  This would have been a moment of high drama repeated in every church as those who taught the necessity of circumcision were revealed to be false teachers.
b) And when Paul returns to Jerusalem later in Acts, these same people will be the ones who cry out for him to die, saying, “Rid the earth of him!  He is not fit to live.”
B. And while it is not the main point of this passage, warnings about false teachers and false teaching are just as necessary in the church of Christ today.  
1) In 1 Timothy 4, Paul warns Timothy that false teachers will arise.  
2) In Acts 20:30, Paul warns elders that such men will arise even from within the church.  
a) So Paul says to Timothy, “If you point these things out to the brothers, you will be a good minister of Christ Jesus.” 
3) The people of God must be warned about unbiblical teaching and teachers so that they can recognize, not only what is true, but also what is false.  
4) This too is part of Jesus Christ’s gracious and faithful provision for His people.  This is one of the ways He Shepherds His sheep, helping them to recognize danger.  
Well, finally then, having already said much about the decisions and what was done with them, let’s consider the decisions themselves.
The Gentiles are to “abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality.”

1. Now, we could spend another hour looking at all of the questions and opinions that exist in relation to these four requirements.  Luke says so little about them that there is a lot of speculation about their meaning and significance.  
a. Why these four things, for instance?  
b. Why not Sabbath keeping or eating pork?  
c. Are these commandments or just advice?  Are they still in force today?  
d. The first three seem to be of a kind, but what about ‘sexual immorality’?  How does that connect?  Should it connect?  
e. Has the church avoided adding circumcision to the gospel only to add these things instead?  
f. Are these requirements now what is also necessary in order to be saved?  
2. Well, let’s try and understand these requirements by way of summary.  
a. Firstly, this is not commandment language.  
i. Yes, they are called requirements and the Holy Spirit is invoked as their author, but the final phrase of the letter makes it clear that what is required here is of a different nature to the 10 Commandments, for example: “You will do well to avoid these things.”
b. Secondly, the rest of the NT makes it clear that God’s moral law, which is summarized, for example, in the 10 Commandments, has not been set aside with the coming of Jesus.  
i. Christians must worship God alone, worship in God’s way, avoid blasphemy, keep Sabbath, honour parents, and not commit adultery, steal, murder, lie, or covet.  
ii. So, the church council is not giving the church the new four Commandments.  These requirements are of a different nature.
c. Thirdly, as the Book of Hebrews spells out in detail, the ceremonial law; those laws that had to do with Israel and sacrifices and cleanliness and food regulations, etc, has been fulfilled in Christ.  
i. So these requirements cannot be demands that the Gentiles keep the ceremonial law or some ceremonial laws.  
A. While these requirements speak about some of the things we read about in Leviticus 17 and 18, Gentile believers are not being told that they must still observe those laws.  That would empty Jesus’ work on the cross of its power.
d. And fourthly, Paul will later make it clear in 1 Corinthians that he eats meat that has been sacrificed to idols because there is nothing wrong with doing so.  
i. So, again, these are not universal commandments.  
3. So, what are these requirements about and what glorious gospel truth do they set before us today?
a. Well, history gives us the first reference point for understanding these requirements.  
i. Its hard for us to imagine, you see, just how prominent pagan temples were in the life of these believers.  And almost every Gentile converted from paganism.  
ii. And a huge concern for Jewish was the ongoing attachment of Gentile believers to things associated with the pagan temple.  
iii. In v21, James talks about Moses being preached in every city from the earliest times and being read in the synagogues on every Sabbath.  
A. The Jews were born and raised in a culture of holiness and purity and separation.  
B. For almost every aspect of daily life, the Jews had a different and separate way of doing it.  
C. They could smell unholiness a mile away.  
iv. But not the Gentiles.  
A. They had no problem with getting some cheap lamb chops from the butcher at the temple of Zeus.  
B. Barbequing some juicy rare steaks at the church pot-luck dinner?  What’s wrong with that?  
C. They had no scruples about marrying your step-mother’s daughter or your father’s sister.  
D. They didn’t see anything wrong with spending time at a work function where temple prostitutes engaged in all sorts of immorality.  
v. But all this just drove the Jews nuts!  And so, you had two very different cultures existing in each congregation.  
b. And so, the solution to this problem, for some Jews, was simple.  Converting Gentiles to Christianity is clearly not enough.  What you must do is to make the Gentiles into Jews.  But this the council rejects.  This is not the gospel of eternal life in Jesus Christ.  What the council does, instead, is to require these four things.  And the best way to understand them is using ‘the glasses’ of Galatians 5.  Turn there with me please.  
i. Galatians is an epistle where Paul deals with these same issues.  And look what he says to the Gentile believers in v13, “You, my brothers, were called to be free.  But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.  The entire law is summed up in a single command: Love your neighbour as yourself.  If you keep on biting and devouring one another, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other.”  
A. And Paul then goes on to list the acts of the sinful nature, and then the fruits of the Spirit.  And this is the spirit of these requirements.
ii. People of God, what these four requirements add up to is this: “Love your neighbour as yourself.”  They are the law of love.  
A. Yes, you Gentiles are free of the ceremonial law.  But your Jewish brothers have been immersed in it since they were born.  They cannot easily let it go.  So don’t ram your freedoms down their throat.  
B. nd yes, you Gentiles are free in Christ.  Barnabas and I have tried hard not to make Christianity a long list of do’s and don’ts.  But your Jewish brothers have grown up with a very strict understanding of what a believer can do and cannot do.   So take care that your freedom does not include the acts of the sinful nature, for you will offend your Jewish brethren, and endanger your eternal well-being.  Let your freedom in Christ be a freedom to “love your neighbour as yourself” as you cultivate the fruits of the Spirit.
c. Now, the council could have sent back a letter saying, “Jesus died on the cross to show His love for you.  So, you should love others in the same way.”  But the Lord’s people are always helped when the ‘bones of the gospel’ are given the ‘flesh of application,’ as it were.  
i. The epistles are full of specifics in terms of how we live the Christian life.  
ii. And so, these Gentile believers are told how they can love their Jewish neighbours as themselves with these four requirements: You will do well if you avoid these things as a demonstration of your love for your brothers and sisters in Christ.  
d. I trust you can see, then, that what we see in the decisions of the Jerusalem council and the activity after the council is the gospel at work.  
i. V31 tells us that “the people read it and were glad for its encouraging message.”  
A. They now knew how the love of Jesus Christ could keep them from biting and devouring each other.  
B. They now had a gospel pathway for living together despite having different cultures and different practises.

Well, it’s a good thing we don’t have any issues like this here, isn’t it.  It’s a good thing that we all agree on worship practises and clothing styles and standards and what is appropriate entertainment for Christians and what we may eat, drink, and smoke and what to do or not do on Sundays (
Am I sensing some nervous laughter?  Could it be that we are not in agreement on everything?  Of course we don’t agree on everything.  And neither will we until the Lord returns.  Come quickly, Lord Jesus!
So, two points for us to take away having seen the Law of Love at work here in the Jerusalem Council.
1. Firstly, in what we could call the Jewish lesson of Acts 15, as those under grace we are not to make non-biblical requirements of others.  
a. The gospel we are to preach is the gospel of salvation by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone.  
i. We must run in the opposite direction from any hint of a gospel-plus mentality.  
A. You know, there have been missionaries who have arrived at remote tribes to find that the women there wear nothing but a skirt and the men wear nothing but a string pouch.  
B. And so, they set about trying to convince the women to wear shirts and the men to wear pants.  
C. But people of God, what those people need is not a new dress style but the gospel.  
1) And the reality is, because that is the way the gospel works, once they have Christ Jesus, He will, in His time, through His word, cause them to consider what they wear and how they raise their children and why having more than one wife is not consistent with the holiness of God, etc. 
b. But we too, can make this same mistake when we see jeans or tattoos or body piercings in the church, for example, and we judge and confront.  Or when we hear someone talk about having read a particular book, and we climb down their throats because no real Christian would read such a thing.  Or when we condemn another church because it puts a cross on the wall, or another believer because they sing a hymn or do not wear a hat in church or do not attend church twice.  There are a thousand standards which we can add to the gospel as necessary, when the Bible does not make such commands.  
c. Now, I have already said this a number of times in these three Acts 15 sermons, but I will say it again.  This is not to suggest that the Christian life is a complete free for all where we may do as we please.  The Bible speaks to every area of life, if not by command, by way of principles.  
i. The danger, however, is that we add anything to the gospel as necessary for salvation.  
ii. So often, a believer has been crushed by another believer trampling over his or her freedoms in Christ.  
iii. So often children have rejected the faith because their impression of it is a whole list of rules about what you can do or cannot do or else you will go to hell.  
iv. Brothers and Sisters, we need to work hard to live and preach a gospel of free and underserved grace to our children, to each other, and to a dying world.
2. But this brings us to the gospel counter-balance, which we could call the Gentile lesson of Acts 15.  And it is this: Because we are under grace, we gladly restrict our freedoms for the sake of others.  
a. And this is Paul’s lesson of Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 8&9 and Galatians 5.  
i. This is you and I taking great care not to cause offence to brothers and sisters with the things we do or not do.  
ii. This is you and I not doing anything we are free to do for Christ’s sake and for his or her sake, gladly.  
iii. This is you and I loving our neighbour as we love ourselves.
So, as a Christian man, are you free to bring beer to a church function?  Yes you are.  
As a Christian woman, are you free to wear a short skirt to church?  Yes you are.  
As Paul says in Colossians 2, “Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: "Do not handle!  Do not taste!  Do not touch!"?  These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings.  Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.”
But while you are free to do these things, your real freedom in Christ is to love your neighbour as yourself.  
· And so, in relation to beer drinking at church functions, you ought to think about others who struggle with the whole idea of Christians drinking alcohol, or with those who struggle with alcoholic temptation, or those who think it inappropriate to drink in front of children.  
· You ought to be willing, gladly, to restrict your freedom for the sake of others.
· And the same is so for the Christian woman and her short skirt.  Your real freedom in Christ is to love your neighbour as yourself.  Wear that skirt and know that your brothers in Christ will find it difficult to look anywhere else but at your legs.  
· So you too ought to be willing, gladly, to restrict your freedom for the sake of others.
Now, I have tried to make this as concrete as possible.  But let this not be about alcohol and short skirts.  
· Let this be about a community of those loved by Christ seeking to be those who love like Christ.  
· Psalm 133 says, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity.”  
· And that is the lesson of Acts 15.  “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free … You my brothers, were called to be free.  But do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful nature; rather, serve one another in love.  The entire law is summed up in a single command: Love your neighbour as yourself.”  Amen.

